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Abstract
Previous studies of Chinese labour resistance have largely focused on the
institutions and actors involved in disputes, including worker activists, labour NGOs,
and official trade unions. The focus has been on the emergence, evolutionary path,
and strategies of labour protests. As a result, scant attention has been paid to the
consequences of labour protests. Based on my fieldwork in Guangdong between
2013 and 2016, this study seeks to understand the outcomes of labour disputes,
arguing that the organisational characteristics of labour protests and the use of
disruptive action in strikes are two key factors shaping protest outcomes. To explain
the dynamics of organisational factors in Chinese labour protests, three distinctive
organisational patterns have been identified, relating to the actors involved in labour
protests, which can be categorised as worker-led, union-led, and NGO-intervened.
A worker-led protest involves a dispute initiated by workers’ activists or leaders,
and is generally a one-off action with weak core leadership. In an NGO-intervened
protest, workers can build a more or less sustained leadership structure to organise
collective actions and reach the stage of collective bargaining. A union-led protest
is organised by a workplace trade union, which, while often confronting enormous
institutional constraints, also creates opportunities for the success of the protest.
This research demonstrates that worker protests with different organisational
structures tend to adopt different forms of disruptive action to achieve their goals;
this, in turn, affects the various outcomes of labour protests. I argue that, when the
protest structure is better organised, workers are less likely to resort to violent
disruptive actions. In addition, their collective actions are more likely to lead to
ii

collective bargaining. When protests are less well organised, workers who lack
resources and coordination are more likely to use forcefully disruptive tactics to gain
more leverage from the outside.
I further contend that, in an authoritarian country like China, how the state
responds to labour protests also greatly determines their favourable or unfavourable
outcome for workers. This study regards protest policing as evidence of the state’s
attitude to labour strikes. My findings show that local governments are more likely
to apply temperate and moderate protest policing to labour collective actions that
are well organised, refraining from violent disruptions. Likewise, as less well
organised protests and unorganised riots often lead to massive disorder and even
violence, they are likely to trigger a harsh crackdown by the police force, as well as
legal punishment. Hence, this study suggests that the interactions and reciprocal
adaptations between protesting workers and the policing tactics of local
governments have coefficient influences on the outcome of collective labour actions.
This study further argues that, in addition to outcomes that can be measured in
economic terms, labour protests also have an enduring impact on institutions.
Although it is not easy for protesters to achieve all of their goals, collective actions
have played a role in generating incremental institutional changes in the labour
relations system. Attempts by local governments and trade unions to experiment
with collective bargaining and develop mechanisms for collective dispute resolution
can be viewed as a consequence of protracted labour disputes in Guangdong.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
1.1 A brief background to the Chinese labour protests
Economic transformation since the 1980s has fundamentally changed industrial
relations in post-socialist China, bringing waves of labour unrest. Massive protests
by laid-off workers from state-owned enterprises (SOE) first emerged in the mid1990s, followed by widespread strikes of migrant workers in southern China after
2000s. Numerous strikes and protests emerged, not only because the context and
ideology of the entire employment system had been transformed dramatically, but
also because of changes in the status and power of different actors involved in this
process. As China has transformed from a communist economy to a market-oriented
socialist economy, the old socialist principles have been discarded. At the same time,
a new market mechanism has become dominant, in the form of capitalism with
Chinese characteristics, which combines the elements of both a market structure and
central planning. The scholarly community has been consistently fascinated by the
way in which the transformation of China’s economic system has affected the
collective actions taken by industrial workers. Most previous studies (Chen 2003b;
Lee 2007; Hurst and O’Brien 2002; C. K. Chan 2009; Gallagher 2006) have focused
on the state workers’ protests, based on the logic of moral economy, and also on
migrant workers’ strikes, carried out mainly through legal proceedings.
The fundamental change in China’s employment relations system from a
planned to a mixed economy, where market elements and bureaucratic structures
coexist, gave rise to the moral economy-based disputes initiated by SOE workers at
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the beginning of the 1990s. Many studies (Cai 2002; Lee 2002; Chen 2006) which
have explored state workers’ resistance against the privatisation of SOEs, have
focused on motivation, mobilisation, and the process of framing the workers’
collective actions. These collective actions taken by state workers have been
recognised as moral economy-based disputes, because they drew on the collective
memory of older workers who remembered Maoist period working practices. The
disintegrating social contract linking the state and SOE workers aroused strong
discontent about basic rights and subsistence; these workers had been pitilessly
deprived of their well-deserved livelihoods and socioeconomic status. It was
difficult to distinguish rights-based from interest-based conflicts in the state workers’
claims, because there was no labour law regulating workers’ legal rights during the
socialist paternalist enterprise period (Chen and Tang, 2013:563). Rather, state
workers perceived their privileges as a kind of hefa quanyi (legitimate rights and
interests) constructed through the Maoist ideological rhetoric of ‘masters of
enterprise’. At that time, some workers’ leaders were critical of the SOE reforms,
using class discourses to frame their resistance (Chen 2006). Following the logic of
moral economy, numerous laid-off workers aired grievances relating to the
government’s poorly implemented compensation policies and abortive promises to
provide a minimal living allowance. For state workers, earlier socialist industrial
practices had significantly shaped their protest strategies and patterns of
organisation. As Lee has noted, the mobilisation of state workers was built on ‘preexisting solidarity and a shared interest in opposing the cadres-turned-capitalist’
(Lee, 2002:206); this naturally provided a solid and unified basis for resistance. In
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addition, the deep-rooted ideology of Maoist socialism and class discourses greatly
influenced the choices made by workers’ leaders, when it came to framing their
factory-based disputes and repertoire of collective actions (Chen 2008). After the
privatisation of the SOEs was completed, state workers gradually disappeared from
the recent waves of strikes, resulting in a failure to challenge this economic
transformation.
The quick integration of Chinese peasant labour into the global industrial chain
after the 1980s accelerated intensive labour conflicts between migrant workers and
global capital. During the 1990s, flourishing foreign capitals established more than
300,000 enterprises, particularly in the Pearl River Delta (PRD) region, which
largely shaped the capitalist labour practices of these foreign-sponsored enterprises
(Gallagher 2005). Several empirical studies (Pun 2005; Lee 1998) examined the
labour process, micro-level mobilisation, and resistance strategy of the first
generation of migrant workers, who were at the bottom end of the global production
line and suffered from the lowest labour standards in Chinese factories. For example,
Lee (1998) and Pun (2004) underlined that migrant women workers were passive
victims in the process of capital globalisation, given their relatively weak structural
and associational power to protect their rights. Smith and Pun (2006) also pointed
out that, within the dormitory labour regime, migrant workers in southern China
were employed by their managers through a form of coercive control, which not
only facilitated a normal production schedule, but also extended the working day
through the employer-controlled accommodation system. Nevertheless, migrant
workers still found a way to resist within their dormitories, by circulating petitions
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from dorm to dorm and developing other strategies using the network of dormitories.
Chris Chan (2010b) has argued that although the associational power of migrant
workers was fundamentally weak, the worker activist leadership, together with a
‘loyalty-, community-, and gang-based’ informal social network, attracted more
militant workers to the protests. The active role of worker leaders in instigating
bottom-up wildcat strikes has been identified as an informal agency power, which
compensated, in part, for migrant workers’ lack of associational power (P. P. Leung
2015). Leung (2015) has asserted that, although Chinese workers could not establish
any formal workers’ association by themselves, they still had the capacity to behave
independently. The way these strike actions were initiated provides key elements
for understanding current labour unrest. Other scholars (Pringle 2011; Hui and Chan
2014; C. K. Chan and Hui 2014) also demonstrated that this bottom-up impetus,
stemming from the workers’ own strike actions, compelled both management and
the All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) to initiate democratic union
elections and collective workplace negotiations. Despite their reliance on bottomup strikes to oppose the violation of collective labour rights, migrant workers were
developing a growing legal consciousness. Because the demands of workers were
articulated through authorised channels, some scholars (Gallagher 2006; Friedman
and Lee 2010; Lee 2007) have characterised the resistance of migrant workers as a
legally based conflict promoting the government’s labour dispute resolution system,
though it may then lead to an individualised and atomised way of resolving disputes.
In addition, recent economic slowdown in the coastal region has given rise to the
growth of collective labour disputes, such as disputes on factory closure and
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relocation to less-developed areas, which further becomes a vital impetus for an
institutional settlement to be advanced.

1.2 Raising the research question
As discussed above, labour scholars have examined the impact of institutional
changes on the employment relations systems of the private sector, SOEs, and
foreign-sponsored enterprises (Liu 2009; Gallagher 2005), as well as on the
mobilisation, organisation, and framing processes of actions taken both by the state
and by migrant workers, as a collective group (C. K. Chan 2010b; P. P. Leung 2013;
Chen 2003b; Lee 2007). Researchers have explored the official trade union’s
inability to mobilise and organise industrial workers throughout the economic
transformation period, due to institutional constraints under the leadership of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (Chen 2003a; A. Chan 2006; Howell 2003;
Pringle 2011; Friedman 2014b). Studies have also examined the emerging role of
labour non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in promoting both traditional ways
of providing basic labour services, and the proactive approach of advocating
collective labour rights by forming democratic trade unions and promoting
workplace collective bargaining (Xu 2013; C. K. Chan 2013a; Li 2016; Froissart
2011). However, most studies concentrate either on the institutional settings that
invoke and are embedded in labour protests, or on the role of particular actors, such
as labour unions and NGOs in the protest process. Very few have examined the
outcomes of labour protests. For this reason, one important issue relating to the
consequences of labour protests has barely been mentioned.
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When studying a movement or protest, analysing its outcome is a pivotal issue
for discussion. Studying the outcome accelerates our understanding of whether or
not the movement achieved any changes for the protesters, given that the ultimate
goal of such movements is to change society. An understanding of outcomes is
equally important to the study of labour movements. A precise evaluation of the
outcome of a protest is crucial to understanding its long-term impact on labour
policy, institutions, and industrial relations. An exploration of the outcome of
Chinese labour resistance naturally raises the following questions: What are the
main factors influencing the outcome of various types of labour protests? How do
different strategies and ways of organising protests affect workers’ demands in
economic terms? How do an authoritarian government’s different reactions to
protesters influence protest outcomes? Finally, in what ways do labour protests have
an enduring impact on institutional changes to the labour relations system? This
study aims to answer these questions, contributing to a comprehensive
understanding of the outcomes of labour protests in a nondemocratic state.

1.3 Studying the outcome of labour protests in China
Although there is scant literature on the outcomes of industrial workers’ strikes
and protests, discussions of strike results can be found in several detailed empirical
studies. The outcome of a strike can be roughly derived from the following three
factors: whether workers perceive that their demands have been satisfied (P. P.
Leung 2015); whether local authorities deploy the police or punish strike
participants (Su and He 2010); and the strike’s impact on policy adjustments and
the development of industrial relations (C. K. Chan 2009). In these rich empirical
6

studies, strike mobilisation and organisation processes are illustrated explicitly and
in detail. However, we still know little about the intended or unintended
consequences that strikes systematically produce. The task of analysing labour
protest outcomes is particularly complex because it is difficult to assess the success
or failure of individual strikes and protests, given the varied reactions of state
authorities to labour unrest. The attitudes of central and local government toward
various labour protests are difficult to interpret, making it harder to understand why
some strikes achieve their goals while others ultimately fail. It is clear that more
evidence is needed to further generalise and evaluate the consequences of Chinese
labour protests.
Recent research on social movements in democracies has offered a direction
for the study of the outcomes of various collective actions. Gamson’s (1975:28-29)
famous typology of movement outcomes indicates that, ‘the acceptance of a
challenging group’ and ‘whether the group’s beneficiary gains new advantages’
were two basic areas needed to understand the outcomes of different social
movements. Subsequent research has enriched his work on acceptance and new
advantages. For example, Amenta et al. (Amenta, Carruthers, and Zylan 1992) cite
the following variables to illustrate the definition of success: achieving recognition,
gaining a favourable policy change, and transforming the lead challenger into a
member of the polity. Other scholars (Amenta et al. 2010; Rochon and Mazmanian
1993) have illustrated the consequences of social movements using strategies,
organisational characteristics, and political processes, with particular emphasis on a
movement’s success in gaining political influence and forcing structural changes to
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state institutions and public policies. As the ultimate goal of a social movement is
to bring about social change and achieve political goals, research on outcomes is
very important when evaluating the broader cultural and institutional impact of
social movements. In concrete terms, the social movement literature has revealed
connections between state responsiveness and the impact of organisational variables
on protest outcomes, which has contributed two critical discussions: the first about
whether well-organised movements are more likely to be successful than loosely
organised ones, and the second on whether disruptive tactics are more likely to bring
about change than moderate ones. Organisational variables and the effectiveness of
violence have been considered as crucial elements for the success of a movement.
Like popular resistance movements elsewhere, protesters in China also confronted
the structure of challenging groups and their own perceptions of risk by using
violence. Cai’s (2010) study of Chinese popular resistances argues that participants
increasingly resorted to violence, although it did not necessarily increase their
chances of success or trigger government intervention. For groups using disruptive
tactics, good organisation significantly increased their chances of success.
Admittedly, democratic governments usually do not use repressive strategies to
deal with protesters; the need to be re-elected makes them less concerned about
dealing with fierce collective action by protesters. In the context of China, the role
of the party-state should be highlighted. The consequences of popular protests are
often determined or heavily influenced by the intervention of local and central
government. No exception is made for labour resistance. In the case of the 2002
Liaoyang workers’ protest, for instance, workers demanded that corrupt managers
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be punished to protect their economic rights; the local government used both
concession and punishment to end those large-scale labour protests. While, in other
cases, governments do not hesitate to suppress workers’ protests by sending the
police to the site, the authoritarian state adopts fragmented strategies, responding
differently to individual strikes and protests; this gives a mixed picture of Chinese
labour resistance outcomes. Why do some worker protests achieve a satisfactory
result, while others fail and are rigorously punished? Further, how can labour
protests help to change labour relations at the workplace level and labour policies at
the local level? These questions lead us to first identify the protest outcome.
In studying collective resistance in Chinese society, Cai (2010:3) identifies
three categories of protest outcome: (1) the outcome of individual incidents
involving collective action; (2) the aggregate impact of a collective action staged by
members of a social group; and (3) the enduring or indirect effect of social protests.
Cai’s categories have influenced later studies of Chinese popular resistance,
particularly those that focus on groups of peasants and homeowners. In China, most
protests initiated by peasants and citizens target local government, either
highlighting the corruption and malfeasance of local officials, or accusing local
authorities of failing to protect their rights. This pattern reflects the fact that local
government, rather than central or high level regional government, is considered
responsible for daily governance and has a certain level of autonomy in dealing with
protests. The state authorities use a fragmented strategy to handle workers’
collective action as well. First, the authoritarian state uses the household registration
system to relocate millions of migrant workers from rural areas, consequently
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creating a geographic separation between the processes of maintaining and
renewing labour. The main purpose of this worker resettlement initiative is to
maintain steady economic growth in cities, while leaving the burden of supporting
older people to traditional rural communities. Second, fearing that disruptive
collective action could threaten state legitimacy, authoritarian governments
typically repress protests and other insurgence, even if workers are merely trying to
protect their legal rights in peaceful ways. Sometimes these fragmented responses
from different levels of government create opportunities for successful resistance,
making upper-level government intervention an important tool for the protesters,
who use it to achieve success. The incentive structure that emerges through
fragmented governance has spurred local government to use a range of different
tactics to subdue protests and maintain social stability; by contrast, the central
government seems more tolerant of resistance, and aware of the risk of destroying
state legitimacy. Therefore, central and local government adopt different responses,
based on their own perceptions of the costs and benefits associated with choosing
to tolerate or repress protests.
In reviewing previous studies, there are two main limitations still calling for
more evidence. First, the classic typology of movement outcomes, drawn from a
rich body of social movement literature in democracies, has some weak points when
used to analyse non-democratic countries. Scholars (Shorter and Tilly 1974; Taft
and Ross 1979; Barkan 1984) have made full use of various empirical studies of
Western countries to develop a definition of strike and protest outcomes, which to
a large extent, cannot be used to interpret the situation in authoritarian states. Unlike

10

their counterparts in the West, Chinese workers have limited associational power
and few authorised channels for articulating their grievances. The CCP government
plays a vital role in resolving the protests of industrial workers. Moreover, the quick
pace of institutional change in China makes it more complicated than the situation
observed in Western countries. To further refine the study of movement outcomes
will require empirical research carried out in developing countries. Second, few
studies in the field of Chinese labour politics have examined the significance of
strike outcomes, especially from the perspective of an authoritarian government.
Although some of existing literature explores strike results, most studies emphasise
the mobilisation and organisation processes of workers using various methods, with
limited explanations of the causes, impacts, and evaluations of outcomes. There is
an obvious lack of systematic analyses of strike outcomes, which could deepen our
understanding of the emerging labour movement in China.
Based on fieldwork carried out in the PRD region between 2013 and 2016, this
study seeks to understand the range of consequences of labour disputes. I argue that
the protests’ organisational structure and use of disruptive strategies are two key
factors configuring the outcome of labour protests. To better explain the dynamics
of organisational structure, I first distinguish three labour patterns of organisation,
categorised by their lead actors: workers, unions, and NGOs. These three patterns
have appeared in a roughly temporal sequence during the period of market reform,
with each pattern advancing the level of organisational capacity. A worker-led
protest initiated by worker activists and leaders is usually a one-off action with weak
core leadership; in a NGO-intervened protest, workers are capable of establishing
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more or less sustained leadership to stage successive actions, with the assistance of
a labour NGO; a union-led protest is organised by a workplace union, which often
confronts formidable institutional constraints but can also create a certain space for
success. This study also posits that worker protests adopting different organisational
patterns tend to rely on disruptive actions to achieve their goals, in turn nurturing a
wide range of protest outcomes. Furthermore, as the discussion above suggests, the
authoritarian government’s reactions to labour protests are crucial in creating a
favourable or unfavourable outcome for protesting workers. The fragmented
strategy adopted by different tiers of an authoritarian government in response to
labour disputes is also examined in this study. Echoing with the discussion on
adaptive governance in authoritarian regime, through institutional adaptations and
initiatives on dispute resolution mechanism, the Chinese government intends to
enhance its capacity in channelling protesters into quasi-institutional system of
settling collective disputes, rather than merely using suppression when handling
labour disturbance. I further suggest that the interactions and reciprocal adaption
between protesting workers and the state’s policing tactics have a coefficient effect
on the diverse outcomes of labour protests.

1.4 Fieldwork and data
This study is based on a ten-month of fieldwork in Guangdong province, China
during the period of 2013–2016. I spent two three-month periods staying at a famous
labour law firm, the Leo Law Firm in Shenzhen, and another four-month period
with a law NGO, the Wader Centre, which is also in Shenzhen. During my stay at
the Leo Law Firm, I collected sixteen first-hand strike cases and carried out in-depth
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interviews with workers, activists, NGO staff members, and lawyers in charge of
these strike cases. I also adopted a participant observation method during strikes,
for a different period of time in each case. During some of the strikes, I had an
opportunity to take part in worker representative meetings and the strategy training
for striking workers. Accessing the Leo law firm’s network, I visited ten grassroots
labour NGOs in the neighbouring regions, including Shenzhen, Dongguan, and
Guangzhou. On these visits, I had the chance to attend several training courses and
workshops on different labour issues. I also participated in three celebration parties
organised by workers after successful protests. These celebration parties enabled
striking workers to share their successful experiences with other workers, set up a
practical model for future strikes, and encourage many more demoralised workers
to fight for their rights. Fieldwork at the Wader Centre involved working as a project
assistant on the local union-led project on workplace collective bargaining, which
gave me an opportunity to interview union cadres and observe their daily work.
For the primary purpose of explaining the differences between different
organisational patterns of labour protests, I adopt a multi-case study method to
examine different strike cases in a particular region. The strength of case study
research lies on the fact that it allows generalising as well as expanding theories by
combining fresh empirical insights into existing theoretical knowledge. Concerning
multiple case method, it can both augment external validity to avoid observer bias
and advance theory generation (Yin, 2014). Therefore, I attempt to collect various
strike cases with characteristics of different protest patterns as a whole picture. In
order to control regional and industrial variables, the PRD region is chosen as my
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main fieldwork site, where the development and diversity of each pattern of labour
protests can be observed more clearly and frequently than other regions. The
primary industry in the PRD region is labour intensive industry, like garment and
electronics manufacturing, most of which are invested by private and foreign capital.
Of course, variations does always exist. I would not say that the selected cases in
this study will definitely represent all types of labour protests, or they are exactly
the same as in other places. Yet, it is possible that some of these cases occurring in
the region can, to a certain extent, reflect a general pattern, while some may be
regarded as outliers. I try to draw from these cases that I have collected in hand, in
order to access the extent of generalization on labour protests. During my data
collection period, ethnographic data has been entirely collected by participant
observation through my fieldwork in workers’ communities, during and after the
strike actions, visits to local NGOs, local government departments and alike. I also
conduct formal in-depth interviews and unstructured conversations with key
informants, including worker leaders, worker activists, ordinary participants, trade
union cadres, labour lawyers, labour NGO activists and local government officials.
Other written and posted materials, such as workers’ writings in their own
publications or on the internet, related news reports of strike actions, and official
documents from trade unions, labour activists and the government, has been
collected as supplementary sources for analysis.
Although I focused on collecting as many first-hand cases of different types of
labour protest as possible, the data collection does have some limitations. During
my period of fieldwork, most of the strikes involved labour NGOs. It was difficult
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to find protests and strikes organised by the workers alone, without any NGO’s
intervention in the process. An analysis of the trajectory of the organisation
evolution path shows that most worker-led protests emerged and developed during
the 2000s. It was therefore necessary to use some second-hand materials to make up
for this limitation; these included my earlier research on the occupational disease
workers’ protests between 2010 and 2012, and some first-hand data collected during
a follow up on the pneumoconiosis workers’ protest. Although I did not conduct
enough interviews specifically for this study, it was still possible to draw a general
picture of worker-led protests by supplementing my field data with other interviews
and secondary data from online sources.

1.5 Chapter arrangement
The chapters in this study are arranged as follows. Chapter 2 reviews the
literature on labour protests in China, including the basic trend in recent decades,
the dynamics of organisational characteristics, and a study of protest outcomes. It
makes the case that a critical limitation of the existing Chinese labour protest
literature is its focus on the agency and institutional settings that fully engage in the
labour protest process, while failing to adequately address the consequences of
labour protests.
Based on my exploratory fieldwork, Chapters 3, 4, and 5 describe three types
of labour protest with different organisational characteristics: worker-led, NGOintervened, and union-led protests. Chapter 3 discusses the characteristics of
worker-led protests, focusing in particular on the pneumoconiosis workers’ protest,
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and how the state authority responded. It finds that the organisational structure is
comparatively weak in worker-led protests; to confront challenges from outside,
strikers normally rely on contained disruptive actions to gain extra leverage from
elites and media exposure. The authoritarian government’s responses tend to be
concessive, as it attempts to channel the strikers’ demands toward a legal approach
as a solution.
Chapter 4 examines protests involving labour NGOs. It first differentiates
among the interventions of NGOs providing services, strategy, or implementation,
pointing out that when movement-oriented NGOs provided the latter two, they made
progress toward collective labour rights. This chapter then focuses on a comparative
case study: the NGO-intervened Scorpio and Libra strikes, further discussing how
workers established a ‘worker representative mechanism’ to create a sustainable
core leadership, with the assistance of a labour NGO. It concludes with a discussion
of the state’s reaction to such NGO intervention protests and their outcomes.
Chapter 5 explores the characteristics of protests led by workplace unions.
Using as a case study the Gemini factory strike, it details how workplace unions
mobilise and organise workers for a protest, illustrating the institutional constraints
caused by both local government and superior unions.
Chapter 6 focuses on the disruptive actions used in different labour protest
organisational structures. It first outlines how the strategy of using disruptive actions
differs in worker-led, NGO-intervened, and union-led protests. Then it analyses
protest policing as a direct and perceivable indicator of the state’s response to
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different types of labour protest, and a potential consequence of the escalation of
labour protests.
Chapter 7 concludes this study, summarising its research findings. It assesses
the challenges and impacts of labour protests in China, while also acknowledging
the main limitations of this study.
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Chapter 2 Chinese labour protests: the dynamics of organisational
characteristics and protest outcomes
2.1 Basic trends of labour protests in China: from defensive to proactive
It is true that the nature of labour unrest has changed during the economic
marketisation of the past decades. Previous literature (Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014)
suggests that Chinese labour resistance has evolved from ‘defensive’ to ‘offensive’,
as a development trend. From the state workers’ protests of the late 1990s,
characterised as reactions to ‘a subsistence crisis’ and ‘protests of desperation’
(Chen 2000; Lee 2007), to the wave of migrant workers’ strikes in the south coastal
factories, demanding legal rights after the 2000s (C. K. Chan 2013b; Lee 2007),
Chinese workers have generally put forward their claims out of a need to survive, a
bottom line issue. Recent strike waves in the Pearl River Delta region have shown
a transition to a more proactive approach, in terms of both strike demands and
strategy.

2.1.1 Defensive protests by state workers: subsistence resistance
During the economic transformation period, Chinese state workers were
deprived of the privileges their socioeconomic status entitled them to, encountering
a crisis of subsistence. The defensive protests staged by state workers had several
common features. First, most of the state workers’ protests were large-scale and
militant, responses to a desperate plight they shared (Chen 2003b; Cai 2006; Lee
2007). They considered their resistance a dispute about moral economy, as they
were victims of the privatisation of the SOEs during the period of economic reform.
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Massive groups of laid-off workers marched in the main streets of big cities to force
the government to pay attention to their suffering. They used the slogans such as:
‘We Want Jobs,’ ‘We Want Food,’ and ‘We Don’t Demand Fish or Meat, Just Some
Porridge’, to claim the basic standard of living they had a right to (Chen and Tang,
2013:568). Second, unlike other labour disputes that focused on the conflict between
labour and capital, most moral economy-based disputes involving state workers
directly targeted governmental agencies (Chen and Tang, 2013:566-571). Although
the central government issued several special provisions to assist workers laid off
as a result of the SOE reform scheme, local governments seemed less interested in
meeting the workers’ demands for a minimum livelihood. Local officials often
bypassed provisions designed to help the workers, and were unresponsive to their
demands. Third, legal channels also failed to help the laid-off workers, as state
provisions did not provide a clear legal basis for judicial practice. No particular
labour law guaranteed state workers’ legal rights. From the perspective of the state
authorities, the SOE reform was a state policy, which could not be used to solve
legal issues. Finally, the local authorities customarily used the tactic of offering a
combination of concessions and discipline to end large-scale workers’ protests (Cai
2010). Lacking other kinds of alternative, institutionalised mechanisms to resolve
the protests, local governments had to adopt improvised, ad hoc measures to defuse
workers’ collective actions, even sending in the police to maintain social stability.
In some cases, the government compromised with workers’ demands by mobilising
potential financial resources and punishing corrupt cadres, but it might also arrest a
few major workers’ leaders as a punishment for their disturbances. The outcomes
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of state workers’ protests usually involved economic compensation, together with
the bitterness of jail time.

2.1.2 Defensive protests by migrant workers: rights-based resistance
After resistance diminished among laid-off workers, migrant workers went
through a different process, changing from a defensive form of resistance that
accepted the existing legal system and its labour laws, to a proactive approach of
asking for economic benefits that exceeded legal regulations, reflecting a growing
consciousness of economic justice. The term ‘rightful resistance’ proposed by
O’Brien (1996) might describe this type of protest, whereby workers adopt a
defensive approach. The concept ‘rightful resistance’ was originally used to explain
a popular resistance movement that ‘operates near the boundary of an authorised
channel, employs the rhetoric and commitments of the powerful to curb political or
economic power, and hinges on locating and exploiting divisions among the
powerful (O’Brien, 1996:33)’. Rightful resisters normally do not challenge the
legitimacy of the political regime; instead, they frame their claims in accordance
with existing policies and laws, expressing their defiance through approved
measures.
The notion of rightful resistance is a well-known explanation for the
mechanism of popular protests in rural China (O’Brien and Li 2006), which can also
help to explain the resistance of migrant workers to some extent. First, most migrant
workers’ disputes were economic conflicts, rather than political attacks to demand
clean government or criticise the corruption of government officials. According to
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the China Labour Bulletin’s (CLB)1 dataset of strikes from 2011–2015, the top five
demands made by workers protesting in Guangdong involved wage arrears, pay
increases, compensation, mergers and factory relocations, and pensions and social
security. Labour activism in China has not yet reached the level of the political arena;
it is still largely focused on economic issues. Second, migrant workers seek justice
by invoking the labour laws that explicitly regulate their legal rights. In many rightsbased cases involving the violation of individual legal rights, workers use the
existing labour dispute resolution system, with its three-stage legal procedure of
mediation, arbitration, and litigation, to solve their disputes. Through legal
proceedings, migrant workers can articulate their claims and combat management
through an approved channel (Chen and Tang 2013).
However, labour disputes about collective rights appear to generate more
controversy, especially when they concern the right to strike and unionise. Legally
speaking, the freedom to strike was written into the 1975 and 1978 constitutions,
but unexpectedly revoked in 1982. It is thus becoming controversial for its legally
ambiguous position in practice. Although the right to strike is not guaranteed under
Chinese law, it is considered, ‘near the boundary of an authorised channel’, because
no labour law actually forbids strike action. Another sensitive area that touches the
boundary is the right to form a democratic union. In some strikes, such as the
influential 2010 Foshan Honda strike in Guangdong, workers made such demands,
while scrupulously following the instructions of a superior union. However, these
union reform breakthroughs have not produced a satisfactory outcome. Some
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Refer to the CLB website: http://maps.clb.org.hk/strikes/en.
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commentators argue that forming an ‘independent union’ is definitely banned by the
state, because it is regarded as illegal. The striking workers’ bottom-up efforts to
hold democratic union elections will not be tolerated by the ACFTU. Others argue
that these strike actions can be seen as a crucial impetus for superior unions to make
compromises and initiate top-down elections at the enterprise level (Hui and Chan
2014; Pringle 2011). This is therefore still a contested space that both streams of
power are eager to contend for. In responding to defensive labour unrest, the central
government tends to orient such disputes toward the institutionalised resolution
system, enforcing legal procedures as primary measures and encouraging workers
to use legal channels to redress their grievances and defend their rights. This
approach breaks collective disputes down into individual law suits, preventing them
from escalating into major national issues.

2.1.3 Transition to proactive protests: interest-based resistance
The scholarly recent consensus that Chinese labour unrest is adopting a
proactive approach is based mainly on the emergence of an increasing number of
interest-based labour disputes (C. K. Chan 2010b; C. K. Chan and Pun 2009; Clarke
and Pringle 2009). The performance of a proactive action can be seen as a demand
for progressive improvements to increase pay and provide better working conditions,
rather than as a demand for basic legal rights. Stearns (1974:24) acknowledges the
sophistication of strike demands by providing a four-level categorisation, starting
with the highest level strike demands: ‘genuinely offensive wage strikes, the often
related demands for a reduction of hours, and on occasion union and solidarity issues’
reflect the highest level of strike demands. Compared to other categories of demands,
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Stearns (1974:22) points out that offensive demands, especially related to wage
increases, have several clear foundations, including a traditional sense of justice, a
rising level of response to work system changes, rising prices, and visible prosperity
in the industry in question. For Chinese workers, proactive claims are mainly
motivated by a sense of economic justice; most ask for a pay raise. These claims
aim to explicitly increase workers’ economic benefits to reflect shared concepts of
a ‘reasonable wage’ and a ‘decent job’, which are normally beyond the conditions
regulated by labour laws. According to China Strikes Data,2 another strike database
that documents strikes and protests by Chinese workers, there is an upsurge in
ongoing offensive strikes that demand, ‘more money, better working conditions,
and more respect’ (Elfstrom and Kuruvilla, 2014:466). Some scholars (P. N. Leung
and Pun 2009; Pun, Chan, and Chan 2009) assert that unfair treatment, resulting
from an intensive labour process and stagnant salary improvements, inconsistent
with the enterprise’s growth in profits, is likely to trigger such strikes. Unlike moral
economy-based and rights-based disputes, workers who strike for their own interests
have an intuitive sense of fairness and do not use camouflaged rhetoric like the
language adopted by state workers during the socialist period, or the language of the
law, full of terms drawn from specific legal provisions (Chen and Tang, 2013:578).
Interest-based demands tend to be made during periods of economic ascent, when
an enterprise is showing a steady growth in profits. Strikes triggered by such causes
can actually halt production lines and cause an immediate loss of profit. The fact
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See: https://chinastrikes.crowdmap.com.
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that workers are able to use their structural power to disrupt workplace production
can compel management to make concessions.
However, the state’s response to interest-based claims seems capricious, rather
than institutionalised or routine. In responding to most interest-based strikes, local
governments tend to use a repressive approach, considering such strikes a threat to
the public order. In some specific cases, the local authorities are trying to design a
tentative quasi-legal institutional framework that will offer more effective methods,
rather than cracking down on strikes directly. These local governments are
experimenting with sustainable settlements of interest-based disputes by using a
‘tripartite mechanism’ and initiating ‘state-led collective wage bargaining’ to
enforce collective contracts (Chen and Tang 2013; C. K. Chan and Hui 2014), but
these are tentative measures. Although the government appears to be searching for
an efficient way to reduce the flood of strikes, it is also facing a counter-movement
from civil society. Several proactive labour NGOs have emerged in southern China
to promote worker-led collective bargaining in order to enhance workers’
associational power. The state authorities still need to accommodate their strategy
to address this impetus from aggressive workers’ strikes and proactive labour NGOs.
In brief, from defensive strikes demanding basic living standards and legal
rights, to proactive protests lobbying for decent jobs and pay increases, Chinese
industrial workers have faced much hardship on their path to resistance. The
previous literature has revealed that, although the disputes of state workers and
migrant workers are different in nature, they share similar institutional constraints,
action strategies, and desperate plights. The scholarly community has also reached
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a consensus that current labour unrest in China is becoming more offensive and
proactive than ever before.

2.2 The dynamics of Chinese labour’s organisational pattern: from
simplex to diverse
After the period of economic transformation, protests shifted from state
workers to migrant workers in the south of China. When we compare these two
groups, the migrant workers seem to have a more diverse and complicated way of
framing, organising, and involving various actors in protests than their predecessors.

2.2.1 Framing the issue: from class discourse to legal mobilisation and
beyond
Compared to state workers, migrant workers have gone through a very different
industrial experience, which has had a significant impact on how they perceive and
frame their resistance to management. When state workers framed and mobilised
support for various protest processes, their actions were affected by the pre-existing
solidarity of the working class, a permeating Maoist ideology, and previous socialist
institutional practices (Chen 2008; Cai 2002; Howell 1998; Hurst and O’Brien
2002). Migrant workers lacked this legacy. Having no collective memory of the era
of Maoist socialism, migrant workers had no reason to borrow older socialist
discourses to justify their resistance. Instead, judicial weapons were their preferred
option when fighting to protect their labour rights. As a series of labour laws and
policies has been implemented since 1994, a growing number of rights-based labour
disputes have accompanied legal reform, creating rising legal consciousness among
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migrant workers. Migrant workers whose legal rights are infringed can appeal
directly to the courts, especially in regard to the most common disputes, such as
those involving industrial injuries, labour remuneration, and social insurance. On
the one hand, labour laws have explicitly regulated individual labour rights, while
the three-stage judicial dispute resolution process has raised awareness among
migrant workers that they have the right to fight management. On the other hand,
legal proceedings usually take an extremely long time and invariably break down
groups of discontented workers into individual lawsuits, rather than dealing with
their complaints in a collective way. This bifurcated strategy allows the state
authorities to confer workers’ labour rights on an individual basis, while restricting
their collective rights (Chen 2015). For this reason, migrant workers also try other,
more effective ways of resolving their collective disputes in addition to bringing
issues to court. One recent study (Li 2016) shows how migrant workers bypass legal
weapons and take advantage of collective bargaining mechanisms to resolve
collective concerns that the law won’t regulate. Especially when facing the closure
and relocation of factories, migrant workers demand compensation for seniority
buy-outs, perceiving this as economic justice and the treatment they deserve for their
lifelong factory labour. Instead of relying on lengthy legal procedures, they stage
acts of collective resistance, bargaining with their employers and pressuring them
to make a desirable offer.
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2.2.2 Diverse organisational strategies: from traditional approaches to
the advent of ICT
Like state workers, migrant workers rely on familiar collective acts of
resistance, including strikes, marches, demonstrations, and petitions to local
governments. Contained collective actions such as these are rarely destructive or
violent; their primary aim is to stop production and reduce factory profits. In
comparison to violent protests, this approach requires a relatively modest
commitment from participants and incurs lower risks. (Tarrow 2011). For centuries,
strikes have been developed as a useful way for workers to exert pressure on
employers and compel them to make concessions. However, migrant workers have
no effective trade union; most of them are not aware of what a trade union could do
for them. For this reason, wildcat strikes and work stoppages that bypass the unions
are frequently observed in south China (C. K. Chan 2010a). Specific cases involving
factory relocations and closures show that, when ordinary strikes become ineffective,
Chinese workers generally try to put pressure on management by holding
demonstrations in the street and in government buildings to amplify their demands.
Marches and demonstrations appear to have more influence and a greater impact on
the public than strikes held at factories. Like state workers resorting to
demonstrations, sit-ins, road blockages, and occupations (Chen 2000; Lee 2007),
migrant workers have developed their dispute repertoires in a similar way, also
aiming to expand their influence. One obvious advantage of demonstrations is that
they can spread quickly from place to place, bringing issues to public attention.
However, governments in nondemocratic regions often regard demonstrations as a
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potential threat to state legitimacy. In contrast to Western countries, where
demonstrating is legal, institutionalised, and commonplace, authoritarian
governments may see demonstrations as justification for repressing peaceful
protesters.
In addition to adopting some traditional ways of staging protests, migrant
workers have explored new methods of mobilisation, in particular by using new
information and communication technology (ICT), as an instant communication
tool for collective action. Recent studies have explored not only the popularisation
of cell phone and instant message technology, but also the potential role of ICTs in
the micro-mobilisation of people demanding rights and appeals through online
activism and protests (Qiu 2008; Huang and Yip 2012; Peng and Choi 2013;
Barboza and Bradsher 2010). The widespread use of new social media, such as
wechat, weibo, and qq, has given migrant workers innovative ways to strengthen
their informal organisation, build links with the pubic, and gain more support from
society. The emergence of ICT and social media gives protesting workers access to
more appliances and resources than traditional media and communication can
provide, further increasing the odds of successful resistance.

2.2.3 Diverse protest agencies: from traditional actors to the
engagement of NGO activists
The basic dynamics of migrant worker protests are reflected in the diverse range
of actors involved in recent labour resistance actions. These include trade unionists,
worker activists, and labour NGOs. Migrant workers do not trust the Chinese trade

28

unions, which are the only official and legal labour organisations. Previous studies
of Chinese trade unionism show that the ACFTU has been subordinated to the
leadership of CCP; its regional branches remain generally weak and incapable of
acting to support workers (Chen 2009). Friedman and Lee have clearly revealed that
the official unions’ mechanism for representing workers is actually ‘a top-down
process of “we represent you” (whether you like it or not), rather than a bottom-up
structure of “we (workers) delegate authority to you” (Friedman and Lee,
2010:522)’. The ACFTU’s double identity as both a state apparatus and a labour
organisation has, over the past decades, rendered it incapable of shaping labour
unrest into organised protests. The ACFTU responds to workers’ disputes in three
ways: by ‘representing workers in legal action’; ‘mediating in worker collective
action’; and ‘pre-empting independent organising’ (Chen 2003a). Constrained by its
institutional identity, the ACFTU has been forced to balance maintain a balance
between the state and labour in all its manoeuvres, with a decisive preference for
state interests. Thus, the official unions are generally considered ineffective and
incapable of organising workers. Although the ACFTU has made several attempts
at workplace union reform, scholars cannot agree on whether this initiative has been
effective. For instance, the ACFTU was successful in establishing branch unions in
Wal-Mart stores; however, this apparently positive signpost for Chinese trade
unionism turned out to be a case of ‘two steps forward, one step back’ (A. Chan
2007). Legally speaking, setting up a subordinate union and getting recognition for
it, is as easy as ABC. Such subordinate unions can easily be replicated in other
foreign-owned enterprises, based on a mutual agreement between the local union
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and management; however, the ultimate shape of such workplace unions remains
unclear. The ACFTU’s fear of independent workers’ associations combined with
the union cadres’ lack of professional skills means that these quickly established
workplace unions are a mere formality in practice. Meanwhile, workplace union
elections depend heavily on a management that is passively willing to approve
systematic changes to the existing workplace union, while also impeding the
progress of union reform (Pringle 2011). For these reasons, migrant workers cannot
depend on the official unions to support them by facilitating positive protest
outcomes.
More recent research has emphasised the role played by workers’ leaders and
activists in organising workers to strike. Some scholars (C. K. Chan 2010b; P. P.
Leung 2015) contend that activists have greatly contributed to the micromobilisation of ordinary workers in many wildcat strikes. Chris Chan (2010b), who
carried out an empirical study of migrant workers’ strikes in the PRD region, argues
that, given the rapid expansion of global capitalism into China, the protests of
migrant workers against global capital can be characterised as a ‘class struggle
without class organisation’, organised using only informal networks. In his view,
the ACFTU’s remit is largely constrained by the state, and international civil society
is still too limited to support sustained workplace organisations for workers. By
contrast, informal networks built by skilled workers, like those in the industrial
community, have enabled worker protests to succeed. Leung’s (2015) study further
emphasises the importance of worker activists and other leaders, who have
enhanced migrant workers’ informal agency power. He concludes that the genuine
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leadership of labour activists can change the outcome of a strike action. Individual
worker activists and leaders have had a vital role in mobilising labour protests, even
though these are still a small proportion of the whole.
In his book, Leung (2015) maintains that independent labour NGOs are among
the sources of external support that can help workers strengthen their network of
worker leaders. He also warns, however, that the assistance of a labour NGO does
not always help to strengthen worker solidarity or to facilitate collective action.
NGO intervention may lead to state suppression; in addition, most NGO staff are
not very experienced at handling strike actions. It is true that labour NGOs were
established and flourished during the Hu-Wen period (2002–2012), helping to
support the emerging labour movement in China, especially in the PRD region, with
its open political environment. A country’s relatively relaxed policy, which is
focused on building a harmonious society, nourishes the soil that enables a robust
civil society to grow. Some local governments have begun to tolerate and even to
absorb labour NGOs, whose staff work for them in local legal service centres (Xu
2013). Yet this strategy of ‘welfarist incorporation’ by the state does not signal an
end to the repression of labour NGOs, especially in the Xi Jinping era after 2012
(Howell 2015). Their role in supporting and advancing Chinese labour activism still
faces both internal and external constraints. The existing literature has demonstrated
that a lack of legal registration from local authorities, and a shortage of experienced
staff and sustainable funding are obstacles to the survival of labour NGOs (Cheng,
Ngok, and Zhuang 2010; Froissart 2011; C. K. Chan 2013a). Local authorities
believe that the registration of civil society organisations should be highly restricted
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by the Civil Affairs Bureau. At present, the requirement that all social organisations
must identify a relevant government sponsor able to maintain social control means
that most labour NGOs cannot get legal authorisation from the Civil Affairs Bureau.
Second, the government’s deep suspicion of independent social organisations has
intensified its vigilant monitoring of advocating labour NGOs, especially those with
external funding. In order to survive in such a politically sensitive space, many
labour NGOs have adopted the conservative strategy of providing only basic labour
and legal services in accordance with workers’ needs, such as injured worker visits
and legal advice lectures. However, proactive labour NGOs have also emerged;
these aim to advocate for labour rights, and particularly for collective labour
disputes. On the one hand, these labour NGOs attempt to assist workers in their
collective actions against management by providing professional collective
bargaining skills and legal advice; on the other hand, these proactive labour NGOs
often recruit excellent former workers’ leaders to replenish their own base of
expertise. Li’s (2016) recent fieldwork has shown that this strategic labour agency
promoted by grassroots labour NGOs can adeptly mobilise resources to help
Chinese workers achieve sustained and successful actions, such as worker-led
collective bargaining initiatives. Needless to say, the new trials by Chinese labour
NGOs have created an innovative way to promote labour resistance in the current
context.
To sum up, the diverse range of patterns for organisational labour has
introduced more dynamic options and possibilities into current labour resistance.
My fieldwork in the PRD region confirms that migrant workers have adopted
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different organisational patterns, corresponding with different protest strategies, to
pursue higher goals and improve their odds of success. The involvement of various
actors, including labour NGOs and grassroots worker activists, as well as official
unions, continue to create a distinct diversity in Chinese labour activism. Although
the labour movement in China is yet to be organised, its dynamics will incentivise
the state to react differently to the diverse evolution of labour organisations.

2.3 Protest outcomes and Chinese labour resistance
As discussed above, among many studies of Chinese labour resistance, some
scholars have already examined institutional settings, from the official trade unions
embedded in the authoritarian regime, to the enforcement of labour laws, labour
policy and the labour dispute resolution system (A. Chan 1993; Chen 2003a; Howell
2003; Gallagher 2005; Liu 2009; Su and He 2010; Pringle 2011; Friedman 2014b;
Zhuang and Chen 2015). Others have described individual working conditions,
labour processes, factory regimes, and everyday acts of resistance among industrial
workers (Pun 2005; Lee 1998; Pun and Chan 2008; Yu 2008; Smith and Pun 2006;
J. W. Chan 2006; J. W. Chan and Pun 2010). More recently, researchers have
identified the agency of labour NGOs, detailing their emergence, evolutionary path,
and function within the Chinese labour movement (Howell 2015; Spires 2011; Xu
2013; Cheng, Ngok, and Qu 2008; C. K. Chan 2013a; Li 2016; Yang 2016).
However, most of these studies choose as their research objects particular
institutions and specific actors, who have fully engaged in labour disputes. Scant
research has explored the consequences of labour protests.
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When studying a social movement, it is important to analyse the outcome of
that movement, ascertaining whether it has achieved its goals or brought about
social change. The Chinese labour movement is no exception. To understand its
impact on labour policy, institutions, and labour relations, it is crucial to precisely
evaluate the outcomes of a labour protest. Although previous literature has not
focused on protest outcomes, some preliminary analyses of strike results can still be
found; these roughly divide the topic into three areas: first, whether workers
themselves perceive their demands as having been met; second, how the
authoritarian government responds; and third, whether the strike has influenced the
implementation of policy (P. P. Leung 2015; Su and He 2010; C. K. Chan 2010b).
In these empirical studies, labour scholars have explicitly detailed strike actions,
from their initial organisation to economic compensation; however, the full, diverse
range of consequences produced by these strikes has seldom been addressed.
The complexity of labour resistance outcomes is likely caused by two basic
factors: the first involving ways of assessing the success and failure of collective
actions, and the second the rationale behind the state authorities’ strategies for
dealing with labour unrest. As with most popular resistance in China, people are
getting used to collective action. It allows them to articulate their discontent and
send a signal to the government about their impatience and desperation, in the hope
that this will help to solve their disputes. Previous studies (O’Brien and Li 2006;
Cai 2006) show that some contentious protests have been successfully resolved
using non-regime-threatening collective actions; moreover, some of these may have
helped to change undesirable policies. Like the rightful resisters in rural China, who
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criticised local power holders and staged their resistance in local government
buildings, Chinese industrial workers attempt similar manoeuvres, seeking success
by staging collective actions. However, seeking success does not mean that
participants won’t be punished. In recent decades, stories of striking workers being
fired and blacklisted by management, or even arrested and detained by the police,
have been reported more frequently than before. It is not surprising that, under an
authoritarian regime, the government should repress disgruntled workers to
maintain social stability as a priority. Movements in other authoritarian states, such
as the South Korean labour movement of the 1980s (Choi 1989; Koo 2000), usually
accompany democratising movements, but the Chinese workers are unlikely to
introduce a political agenda at the present stage. However, numerous protests and
strikes by industrial workers have already exerted enormous pressure on the partystate. The political leaders in authoritarian regimes are considered less tolerant of
protests that may become potential threats, challenging regime legitimacy and state
power. In other words, achieving an effective labour resistance is by no means a
safe and easy process in China, but a long road with many twists and turns.
Despite limited research on the outcome of Chinese labour protests, studies of
the consequence of social movements in democratic countries have shed on light on
this approach. Scholars (Amenta et al. 2010; Amenta, Carruthers, and Zylan 1992;
Rochon and Mazmanian 1993) have fully detailed the mobilising strategies,
organisational characteristics, and political processes underpinning such
movements, most of which focus on gaining political influence and making
structural changes to the institutional settings and public policies of the state. The
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mechanisms and factors contributing to the effectiveness and outcomes of these
movements have been deeply explored, shedding some light on popular protests in
China. However, democratic governments do not use repression tactics against
protesters; as they must win elections and gather votes, they are less troubled by
collective actions. In the Chinese context, the role of the party-state must be
highlighted. The consequences of popular protests are often determined or largely
affected by the intervention of local and central government (Cai 2010). The
outcomes of labour resistance are no exception. Take the case of the 2002 Liaoyang
workers’ protest as an example. In that case, workers were demanding economic
compensation and the punishment of corrupt managers. The local government at the
time adopted a joint concession and punishment strategy to end the large-scale
protest, satisfying the workers’ demands while also punishing the factory
management. They adopted this approach because the state’s own economic reforms
had victimised the workers. In many other cases, local governments do not hesitate
to crack down on workers’ demonstrations in streets and municipal buildings, by
deploying the police and even arresting the workers’ leaders as a warning. Nondemocratic governments sometimes adopt fragmented strategies to handle strikes
and protests, inevitably raising a mixed landscape of consequences for Chinese
labour resistance. Why do workers achieve success in some cases and fail in others?
How can labour protests possibly lead to changes in workplace labour relations and
labour policies? This study intends to answer these questions and attempts to
provide a way to examine the interactions between labour resistance and the
authoritarian government. To explain the outcomes of different labour protests, we
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need first to clarify several important concepts, starting with how to define and
evaluate protest outcomes. Another question is how to assess the state’s responses.

2.3.1 The definition of a protest outcome in the Western literature
Social movement literature implies that the ultimate goal of a popular dispute
is to bring about social change, not only in response to a particular protest, but also
through the aggregate effect of collective actions continually carried out by a certain
social group. Students of social movements (Gamson 1975; Clemens 1993; Giugni
1998; Amenta et al. 2010) have attached great importance to the outcomes of social
protests, observing their impact on policy and state institutions, and emphasising the
political influence of various movements.
Earlier studies influenced by the dominant theory of resource mobilisation
introduced by McCarthy and Zald (1977) have mainly focused on the role of
organisational features in the movements. The connection between state
responsiveness and the effect of organisational variables on various protest
outcomes has been thoroughly discussed, generating two popular debates on the
issue. The first asks whether well-organised movements are more likely to achieve
success than loosely organised movements, while the second is more concerned
with the question of whether the use of disruptive or violent actions (as opposed to
more moderate ones) is more likely to bring about political change. Following the
first debate, Gamson (1975:28-29) proposed a systematic analysis featuring two
basic clusters: ‘the acceptance of a challenging group by its antagonists as a valid
spokesman for a legitimate set of interests’ and ‘whether the group’s beneficiary
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gains new advantages during the challenge and its aftermath’; these generate the
four possible outcomes of ‘full response’, ‘preemption’, ‘co-optation’, and
‘collapse’. Although this typology has not been demonstrated fully in the empirical
studies, Gamson’s comprehensive perspective has attracted many followers. He has
integrated the nature of movement demands, the use of selective incentives and
disruptive tactics, and the challenging group’s level of organisation into a complete
set of organisational variables related to the success of social movements.
Subsequent research has further advanced and revised his classification of
acceptance and new advantages, for example by providing a three-level definition
of success that includes the following levels: achieving ‘recognition from opponents
or the state’, ‘gains in policies that aid the group’, and, at the top: ‘challenger
transforms itself into a member of the polity’ (Amenta, Carruthers, and Zylan,
1992:310). Recent studies have also clarified what it means for a movement to
achieve success from a policy process perspective (acceptance in Gamson’s
terminology), policy changes (Gamson’s new advantages), and changes in social
value (Rochon and Mazmanian 1993). Most scholars have focused primarily on the
determinants that lead to the success or failure of a social movement; for this reason,
the existing typologies are normally framed in terms of success. However, the
limitation of these typologies is that their use can impair notions of success and
failure. Just as participants within the movement and external observers may have
different perceptions of success, so the same action may be judged differently by
different participants. Hence, the evaluation of a movement’s outcome will reflect
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the subjective views of movement participants and outsiders, making it difficult to
achieve a consistent view.
The second debate about the effectiveness of disruptive or violent actions has
not yet reached agreement as to whether such tactics do or do not increase the odds
of success. Plenty of empirical studies (Shorter and Tilly 1974; Taft and Ross 1979;
Gamson 1975; McAdam 1983; Piven and Cloward 1971) of strikes and urban riots
have provided evidence to support both sides. For example, by examining the
relationship between the use of violence and strike outcomes, Shorter and Tilly
(1974) found a positive correlation in their study of strikes in France. Other scholars
(Taft and Ross 1979) have asserted that violent strikes are less likely to achieve their
goals than peaceful ones, based on research on violent labour conflicts in America
through 1968. There is no consensus on this point. Admittedly, a later study (Barkan
1984) has raised a crucial point about the use of violence in democratic societies,
namely the issue of legitimacy. On the one hand, the legitimate use of violence
probably increases the chances of success, especially when the group concerned
lacks any other form of institutionalised power. As the Chinese villagers
demonstrated, aggressive actions, such as blocking off traffic and occupying
government agencies, can be justified as means of protecting legitimate rights,
which have been ignored or violated by local officials. On the other hand, the
legitimacy of disruptive tactics in nondemocratic societies could possibly reduce the
risk of repression, taking into account the size of the protest, media exposure, and
the risk of serious casualties among the participants. However, the effectiveness of
disruptive actions is uncertain, and sometimes conditional.
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In general, there are two main ways of interpreting the use of violence in
collective actions: the first views violence as the product of frustration, desperation,
and weakness (Eisinger 1973), which is always emotionally initiated by those who
have no other options; the second approach posits that violence is an ‘instrumental
act, aimed at furthering the purposes of the group’ (Gamson, 1997:361), regarding
it as a type of strategic choice made by the movement. There is also one more
potential risk of using violence in an authoritarian context. Tarrow (2011) reminds
us that violent actions that challenge the legitimacy of the existing political system
can result in repression by the state authorities. He asserts that, ‘where violence
occurs or is even likely, this gives authorities a mandate for repression and turns
sympathisers away’ (Tarrow, 2011:110). This context may trap movement
organisers into a military confrontation with the state authorities. Gamson
(1997:361) also notes that when violence becomes a group’s last resort to gain its
target’s attention, it ‘merely hastens and insures its failure because its actions
increase the hostility around it and invite the legitimate action of authorities against
it’. Thus, the consequences of violence are commonly considered self-defeating. As
in other countries, the protesters’ use of disruptive tactics has been a double-edged
sword in China. Cai’s (2010) study of popular resistance argues that violence does
not necessarily lead to success, but can trigger an intervention from above; the
outcome is therefore largely shaped by the structure of the challenging group and
the way it perceives risk. He also points out that participants in large-scale protests
have a greater chance of achieving success than those in small-scale resistance
groups, depending on what it will cost the local government to make concessions.

40

Nevertheless, few studies discuss whether Chinese workers’ use of violent tactics
would increase the probability of successful strikes and protests, or whether it would
bring down state repression and punishment on the protesters.
Clearly, the existing research on social movement outcomes is chiefly based on
empirical studies carried out in democratic countries, where the mechanisms of
successful resistance could be quite different from those that would work effectively
in authoritarian states. Whether and to what extent the protesters in authoritarian
regimes are able to achieve success is a major question for scholars; despite this, it
has not been well explored. This study is therefore designed to fill this research gap
by providing empirical evidence from non-democratic states, particularly through a
detailed exploration of Chinese labour protests. As suggested by the previous
literature (Cai 2010; O’Brien and Li 2006), one pivotal factor that largely influences
protest outcomes in authoritarian countries is the way in which the government
responds to protesters. By responding with either tolerance or repression, the state
has a major impact on the final results of the protesters’ collective actions. An
authoritarian government should not be regarded as a monolithic whole. Local and
central branches of government may have different rationales for dealing with
protests. As local governments have more responsibility for local governance than
the central government does, they often have a certain autonomy in handling local
issues, especially when facing constraints inconsistent with central government
norms. This fragmented state strategy can weaken local government and make it a
scapegoat, allowing protesters to blame local officials and gain extra leverage when
they fail to handle the protest appropriately.
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In addition, the centre of a labour conflict is different from other types of protest.
Studies of popular protests staged by peasants, homeowners, and citizens have
found that most of these target the government. By contrast, for industrial workers,
the key issues generally involve disputes between labour and capital, rather than
between labour and the state. A number of earlier studies (Pun 2005; Lee 1998; C.
K. Chan 2010b) have focused on the tensions between labour and capital from the
perspective of class analysis, emphasising the poor working conditions and
exploitive labour processes faced by industrial workers on the assembly lines of
Chinese factories. Feeling sympathy for the exploited workers, scholars have
emphasised that migrant workers are primarily passive victims in the globalisation
of capital, having only weak structural or associational power with which to protect
their labour rights. Other scholars (Gallagher 2014; Walder 1991) have argued that
the party-state puts itself at the centre of labour-capital conflicts, making them quite
unique in the context of China. The state’s fear of social instability usually places
local government at the forefront of labour conflicts. Unlike other post-communist
countries, China’s trajectory of economic reform has proceeded without a parallel
political transition after the 1989 Tiananmen uprising. The political incorporation
of labour in China during the economic transition has enabled the state ‘to break its
social contract to workers and reframe workplace rights’ (Gallagher, 2014:84).
Gallagher’s assertion underlines the fact that when we examine the outcomes of
labour protests in this authoritarian regime, the role of the state should be given
considerable weight.
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In short, the existing literature has suggested that organisational structure and
the use of disruptive action in resistance are essential factors that can help to explain
the outcomes of social movements. Although Chinese workers may not have strong
labour organisations or independent labour unions, and they may not stage actions
as disruptive as those taking place in Western countries, they still have the capacity
to develop successful resistance strategies within the authoritarian regime. The
following sections of this study will explore Chinese workers’ protest outcomes in
two contexts: the organisational structures used in various protests and the use of
disruptive collective actions.

2.3.2 Evaluating the state’s response to protests
The state’s response to different protests may differ across different state
regimes. Previous research (Piven and Cloward 1979) on the government responses
to collective actions in democratic countries, has identified three general modes of
reaction: tolerance, repression, and concession. According to Piven and Cloward
(1979: 27-32), when an institutional disruption happens, governmental leaders may
‘ignore it’, or ‘employ punitive measures against the disruptors’, or ‘attempt to
conciliate them’. The response mainly depends on the amount of political leverage
the disruptive groups have obtained. During a period of social stability, a disruptive
group without much political leverage, which has not seriously affected the central
institutions of society may be ignored; repression is more often used when some
central institution is threatened. In this case, when do political leaders make the
effort to conciliate protesters? Based on their study of protest movements among
lower-class groups in the United States in the mid-20th century, Piven and Cloward
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(1979) have argued that, at a time of rapid economic and social change, when the
political leadership is uncertain of its support in the electoral-representative system,
the government is unable to ignore disturbances, but unwilling to risk the use of
force. Under such circumstances, unsettled public affairs may force the government
to employ concessionary tactics.
In contrast, with no election concerns or re-election pressures, political leaders
in authoritarian countries are more likely to use repressive strategies to stifle protests
and insurgence. The fear of disruptions threatening state power or regime legitimacy
makes authoritarian governments respond more aggressively to disruptive collective
actions. One common phenomenon in China is for the local government, rather than
the central government, to be more often targeted by disgruntled protesters. This
happens largely because local governments have more responsibility for local
governance and the authority to handle concrete individual cases, which the central
government does not. Some scholars (Cai 2006; O’Brien and Li 2006) have
suggested that opportunities for successful resistance stem precisely from the divide
between different levels of state authority; an intervention from upper-level
government is sometimes rather crucial in enabling a challenging group to achieve
success. Given the political hierarchy between central and local government, local
officials hold merely conditional autonomy to deal with various protests case by
case. When a protesting group manages to trigger an intervention from above, either
through authorised channels or through non-institutionalised collective actions,
success is more attainable. Such opportunities are more likely to occur when the
issue is a priority on the agenda of the local or central authorities. This incentive
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structure may direct local government to apply diversified responses to popular
protests. Here, Cai (2008) has distinguished between four types of popular protests:
(1) concession (the citizens’ demands are met); (2) concession with discipline (the
citizens’ demands are met, but some participants are punished); (3) tolerance (the
citizens’ demands are ignored, but the government also tolerates their resistance);
and (4) repression (the citizens’ demands are ignored and some participants are
punished). Governments at different levels may adopt different reactions after
weighing the costs and benefits associated with concession and repression.
It is quite common to use a cost-benefit analysis to explain how governments
respond to different protests. Goldstone and Tilly (2001) suggest that the state
weighs up the costs of concession and repression when deciding which combination
of tactics to choose. They further argue that, for authoritarian regimes, making
concessions to challenging groups is likely to be more costly than repressing them;
for this reason, authoritarian political leaders usually use repression to subdue
protests. According to Cai’s (2010) study on popular resistance in China, when it
comes to repression tactics, the government usually takes two kinds of cost into
consideration: the loss of legitimacy and the risks generated by repression. When
state authorities use repression against a legitimate resistance, this action may
damage state power. This is a particular risk for the central government, which could
lose the political trust of its people. The government also needs to consider the risk
that repression will be ineffective. An unsuccessful crackdown could lead to more
serious revolts or even threaten the existing regime. In some cases, forceful
repression can result in unpredicted casualties that evoke sympathy and rage
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throughout society, thus inflating the original protest into a larger resistance
movement. In a case of escalating resistance, upper-level government officials may
intervene and blame local officials for mishandling the protest. Of the two levels of
government, however, local government is more likely to use repression tactics
because it incurs less risk by doing so than the central government would.
When considering concessionary tactics, both central and local government
take economic and political costs, as well as signs of weakness, into account. To
address the protesters’ grievances, the government may need to allocate extra funds
to compensate them for their loss; meanwhile, local government may also be
responsible for adjusting and correcting relevant policies. Either the economic or
the political cost may persuade the state authorities to respond to a resistance
movement with a concession. At the same time, showing weakness to the protesters
by making a concession could trigger further demands that could lead to a
government crisis. In comparison with other levels of government, local
government is more likely to shoulder the cost when making concessions. When the
central government intervenes to handle a protest, it often forces the local
government to use its own financial resources to appease the protesters. At the same
time, if local authorities can’t peacefully resolve disputes, they face punishment
from higher levels of central government. In the latter case, the local government
will incur a heavier cost than the central government, losing experienced local
officials with expertise in handling local affairs. However, when disputes have been
under the control of local authorities, the central government has more to gain from

46

concessionary tactics, as appeasing protesters can confer legitimacy on the central
state.
To sum up, it is complicated to predict or evaluate the government’s response
to various types of protest. As previous studies have shown, the government’s
reaction depends on different variables that are not always the same. Meanwhile,
the different levels of government in non-democracies may approach the protesters
differently, further increasing the variabilities of protest outcomes.

2.4 The analytical framework in this study
2.4.1 Differentiating between labour organisational patterns
Before providing an analytical framework for the outcomes of Chinese labour
resistance efforts, I will attempt to clarify the organisational structure and disruptive
collective actions used in labour protests. These two factors interact to shape the
consequences of labour protests in the context of China. While carrying out
fieldwork for this project, I observed that different groups of protesters with
different organisational structures often adopted different strategies for using
disruptive actions in protests, resulting in a range of different consequences.
As suggested in the previous literature, organisational factors are quite
important to the protest outcome. In this study, I attempt to differentiate between
three types of organisation that exist in Chinese labour protests: those that are
worker-led, those intervened by NGOs, and those led by unions. The first type, the
worker-led protest, is a labour protest initiated and organised by workers’ activists
or leaders, without any support from labour NGOs. I have not distinguished between
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activists and leaders, despite their different levels of leadership capacity, as both are
capable of organising a group of ordinary workers to achieve their protest goals.
Few worker-led protests are “wildcat” or spontaneous gatherings any more, now
that strike initiators have emerged to lead ordinary workers. However, it is still hard
for workers to appoint representatives and reach the stage of collective bargaining.
Normally, worker-led protests are one-off actions, with a vulnerable core leadership
group at the centre of the organisational structure; such groups often collapse
following management retaliation or government suppression.
In a NGO-intervened protest, the role of labour NGO has been identified, along
with different levels of intervention by various NGOs. Here, labour NGOs refer to
those formal or semi-formal organisations, normally with recognition by authorities.
Compared to worker-led protests, NGO-intervened protests have explored a new
approach, enhancing the informal associational power of workers by creating a
‘worker representative mechanism’. Although early grassroots labour NGOs did not
actively participate in collective action, mainly providing legal and caring services,
their approach has recently changed; the NGOs’ willingness to promote collective
labour rights has enhanced the workers’ organisational capacity, especially when it
comes to collective bargaining. With the assistance of labour NGOs, workers can
improve their informal organisational structure by setting up ‘worker representative
mechanisms’ that not only facilitate wider representation of workers, but also
promote a sustainable core leadership. This improvement has made it possible for
strikers to sustain their informal organisational structure and initiate repeated strike
actions, aiming to reach the stage of collective negotiations with their employers.
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The third type, union-led protests, are initiated by workplace unions. Union-led
protests are still infrequent in China, due to formidable institutional constraints.
Under the leadership of the CCP, the existing official trade unions are embedded
into state institutions, making it difficult for these official unions to make any
fundamental changes from the top down, or to represent workers in any genuine
way. However, there are some exceptions among the workplace trade unions, and
these should not be ignored. Unlike the other two types of labour protest, which use
informal organisational strategies to stage collective actions, workplace union-led
resistance efforts attempt to use the formal labour organisation to organise labour
protests. On the one hand, workplace unionists have access to more institutional
resources and are less likely to face repression from the local authorities; on the
other hand, the institutional obstacles faced by union-led protests may cause them
to flounder or fail.

2.4.2 Clarifying disruptive collective actions in labour protests
Another important factor that has a significant impact on protest outcomes is
the use of disruptive actions by different protesting groups. Before analysing these
actions, it is important to define the various different levels of disruptive action that
feature in labour protests. As mentioned above, Chinese workers, like protesters in
other countries, use disruptive actions to express their resistance. It is not difficult
for industrial workers to employ different forms of collective actions as long as they
are familiar with their probable effects and consequences. Tarrow (2011) has
observed that strikes and demonstrations form the most common repertoire for
industrial workers. In China, the right to strike was removed from the 1982
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Constitution and thus became a contested area in practice, neither legally prohibited
by the state, nor explicitly regulated in labour law. Nevertheless, strikes have
developed into a ritual means for workers to put pressure on management, while
demonstrating the bargaining power of the working class. Although Chinese
workers have not yet developed a formal strike organisation, tactics involving either
wildcat or semi-formal strikes have emerged. Some other forms of collective actions
accompany strikes, including the occupation of factory buildings, the sabotage of
production machines, street marches, and petitions to the government. Like strikes,
protest demonstrations and marches have not yet been institutionalised in China. In
other words, a protest may sometimes be deemed an illegal action that violates the
social order in a public place. Most workers bring demonstrations into the streets to
expand their influence and attract public sympathy for their disputes, a sentiment
which can spread easily from factory to factory, and from place to place.
Nevertheless, the authoritarian government almost always considers demonstrations
a precursor to riots that could seriously threaten the regime, as well as disrupting
social stability.
Using the strike cases I collected through fieldwork, I have identified eight
common actions that workers often use in protests. The criteria for determining the
level of a disruptive action rely on two main factors: the degree of impact on the
public; and the forcefulness of the action. From the highest to the lowest levels of
disruption, as listed in Table 1, workers’ collective actions, including riots, marches,
street demonstrations, blocking roads and buildings, and sit-ins in front of state
agencies make direct use of the public sphere to present their demands and
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discontents. This form of protest is much more violent than other forms and more
likely to incur repression by the state authorities. Although sending a petition to
local government (known as a shangfang in Chinese), is the only method of protest
listed in the table that can be carried out using approved channels, even this may
trigger a repressive outcome, when the number of petitioners grows beyond what
the government can tolerate. Acts of industrial sabotage, including strikes,
stoppages, and slow-downs are usually carried out inside a factory site, with the
primary aim of disrupting normal production procedures.

Levels of
Disruptive action
High

Low

In public
riots
marches/demonstrations in the street
blocking the road/buildings
sit-ins in front of state agencies
petition to local government
industrial sabotage
strikes/stoppage
slow-down

Within the
factory

√
√
√
√
√

√
√
√
√

Table 1 The classification of disruptive actions used in labour protests (by the author)

2.4.3 The theoretical framework for analysing labour protest outcomes
As discussed before, in relation to the Chinese workers’ collective actions, the
state response is one factor that determines the protest outcome. In China, the
fragmented authoritarian regime has left local governments with the authority to
deal with labour protests. The local authorities not only use repression as a primary
tactic, but also employ the strategy of accommodation in dealing with workers’
collective actions. The innate institutional ambivalence between local and central
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Legalised
channel

governments may cause different levels of government to respond differently to
protesters, producing a variety of outcomes in response to Chinese labour protests.
In this study, I attempt to bring the ‘state response’ into the analytical
framework of protest outcomes. First, I provide evaluation criteria to measure the
outcome of labour protests on the economic level. In assessing the outcome of a
particular protest, I use two primary variables to assess the protest outcome in the
case of a collective action by workers: whether their demands have been met and
whether the state response has been repressive. It is relatively straightforward to
objectively determine whether workers’ demands have or have not been met, using
collective negotiation results and the results of lawsuits, if either side has taken the
dispute to court. When analysing the state’s response, earlier studies have roughly
identified three types of government reaction: tolerance, concession, and repression.
To be more specific, repression refers to a situation in which strike participants have
been arrested, detained, or even charged by the police. At the same time, the lack of
any arrests, detainments, or sentences can be seen as a tolerant response. Making
concessions to the protesters usually occurs when the protesters’ demands are
satisfied. For the sake of brevity, I have combined the responses of tolerance and
concessions, viewing them as the opposite of repression.
State Response
Tolerance/Concession

Repression

Success

Success with discipline

Failure with tolerance

Failure with repression

Workers’ demands are met
Workers’ demands are not met

Table 2 The simplified typology of labour protest outcomes (by the author)
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From the above two levels, a four-subtype outcome of labour protests can be
generated. It includes: (1) workers’ demands are met, with no punishment:
categorised as ‘success’; (2) workers’ demands are met, with some punishments
from the government: categorised as ‘success with discipline’; (3) workers’
demands are ignored, with no punishment: categorised as ‘failure with tolerance’;
(4) workers’ demands are ignored, with some punishment from the government:
categorised as ‘failure with repression’. In the first subtype, the government uses
the tactic of concession, either to satisfy workers’ demands, or to resolve the dispute
in some way; this outcome marks the success of the workers’ protest. In the second
type, ‘success with discipline’, workers’ demands are satisfied, but the concessions
made by government are conditional and the protesters are punished. The third type,
‘failure with tolerance’ refers to a situation in which workers’ demands are ignored,
but the government also tolerates their protest actions. The fourth type indicates a
complete failure of the protest, in which neither are demands are satisfied, nor
protests tolerated. Of course, this simplified typology of labour protest outcomes is
a sort of ideal. In reality, protest outcomes are much more complex than this would
imply.
Second, I try to examine how the state responds to labour protests at different
organisational levels. I further assume that the authoritarian government may have
different inclinations and strategies for dealing with different labour protest patterns.
The interaction between the protesting group and the state is also connected to the
use of disruptive actions. In a general sense, protesters functioning within a more
organised protest structure are less likely to resort to violent actions, as they wish to
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avoid state suppression and increase their chances of survival. On the other side,
protesters who use the most violence to express their discontent, as in some
unorganised riots, are more likely to have violent physical confrontations with the
riot police, which then lead to severe suppression. The state response to different
labour patterns of organisation may be varied, corresponding to different protest
strategies used by the protesters. In the following chapters, I use in-depth case
studies to illustrate how the state responds to worker-led, NGO-intervened, and
union-led protests.
Apart from economic demands that can be measured intuitively, incremental
outcomes that relate to impacts on the institutional level should not be overlooked.
The enduring and indirect effect of labour protests may change institutions and
policies, just as its aggregate impact may affect the policy implementation process
and policy adjustment in local governance. As O’Brien and Li (2006:99-102) point
out, collective actions may affect policy implementation in the following ways: by
providing the centre with intelligence to correct the misbehaviour of local officials
and violations of existing policies; by improving the implementation process when
activists forcefully demand concessions or when mobilising sympathetic and
powerful advocates to uphold a policy. Cai (2010:13) further defines the adjustment
of a relevant policy as the revision of an existing policy that has failed to address
citizens’ grievances or the creation of a new policy triggered by popular resistance
in order to accommodate the resisters’ demands. Like protests elsewhere, the
success of Chinese workers’ collective actions may have a certain impact, in
addition to the one-shot success or failure of the protest itself. Even when a protest
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fails to satisfy most of the workers’ demands, it can still have a subtle influence on
later strikes and long-term labour policy changes. The effectiveness of strikes and
protests can therefore produce ‘collective benefits’, using the term coined by
Amenta and Young (1999:24), in that ‘the greater the collective benefits achieved
by the challenge, the greater its favourable impact’.
To sum up, I intend to explore the above two dimensions of labour protest
outcomes: the first is related to the economic level at which workers achieve their
protest goals; and the second relates to institutional level impacts—whether labour
protests bring about changes to institutions and regulations in the long-term.
Moreover, the pivotal factor of the ‘state response’ to protest outcomes is highly
emphasised in this study.
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Chapter 3 Worker-led protests and their outcomes
From the early 20th century until the present day, Chinese workers have
travelled a long road to fight for the right to unionise. Although it is still hard for
industrial workers to rely on the official trade unions, neither do they have the right
to establish independent labour organisations. As a result, workers in China still
struggle to make use of permissible and feasible ways of organising labour
resistance. Beginning with leaderless strikes in an earlier era, industrial workers
have developed various organisational strategies and methods to strengthen their
leadership capacity. The emergence and development of worker-led strikes during
the past two decades have revealed the vitality and flexibility of Chinese workers in
devising a range of different organisational patterns under the authoritarian regime.
In this chapter, I first provide a brief historical review of Chinese labour
organisational processes, and then identify the main characteristics of worker-led
protests by exploring the case of the pneumoconiosis workers’ protest. I contend
that the worker-led protest structure is, generally speaking, not a particularly good
organisational pattern for industrial workers. It is quite difficult to appoint workers’
representatives and hard to sustain the protest’s impetus and cohesiveness. In most
worker-led protests, worker activists are unwilling to become leaders; even when
leaders exist, they are unwilling to admit that they are de facto leaders or to negotiate
with management. Moreover, the organisational structure of worker-led strikes is
much easier to destroy, often collapsing when challenged by management and the
government. Finally, I will explore the state responses to worker-led protests, as
these have an impact on protest outcomes. I would argue that, compared with other
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types of protest, worker-led protests are less frequently suppressed by the local
authorities, as they are less politically sensitive and well-organised. Therefore, when
local governments respond to worker-led protests, they are more likely to be
moderate. An intervention from above may also facilitate the protest outcome.

3.1 A brief review of the Chinese labour organisational process
The evolutionary path of Chinese labour organisations can be traced back
roughly to the early twentieth century. Many academic works (Hershatter 1986;
Honig 1986; Perry 1993) have examined the labour movement in earlier times,
showing that Chinese labour protests often emerged in groups bonded together by
family, gender, geographical origin, and working experience, well before the
appearance of political parties or other outside organisers. Chinese workers seemed
naturally bounded by their ascribed status, while the working unit provided them
with a collective experience of suffering to power their resistance. Setting aside
kinship, ethnic relations, geographical connections, and occupational relationships,
the institutional settings established by the new authoritarian government made the
trajectory of labour resistance in China different from that in other authoritarian
countries. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the central
government embarked on a reconstruction of the economic system, called ‘danwei’
for the working unit; this later became a coalition of political, economic and social
undertakings across the whole society. The institution of danwei seemed to
eliminate all possible conflicts within the system, but it also created new conflicts
between the state and industrial workers. Perry (1997:43) has argued that the danwei
system could be better described as the ‘outcome of a heritage of protest’. Instead
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of marking the end of the Chinese labour movement, it ushered in an ‘impressive
record of labour unrest’. By the time they entered the market economic era, from
state workers’ subsistence resistance to migrant workers’ protests, Chinese workers
had experienced a great change in their pattern of protest.

3.1.1 State workers’ protests under the danwei system
State workers regarded the danwei system as a kind of ‘iron rice bowl’ that
could meet almost all of an individual’s needs, from cradle to grave, offering
workers plenty of privileges. However, the autonomy of official trade unions in the
danwei system has been questioned; their original function as labour organisations
began to fade, with workers’ ‘active consent’ giving way to the powerful
administration of appointed union cadres (You, 1998:13-17). The lack of
functioning trade unions did not mean that industrial workers could not raise issues
when they suffered hardships. Perry (1997) argues that, as the danwei system did
not include all Chinese industrial workers, covering merely a minority of the urban
industrial labour force, the privileges held by permanent workers at big state-owned
enterprises enabled them to become very militant when faced with new market
reforms that threatened their prerogatives. Contract and temporary workers had
already been stripped of welfare provisions by previously private ownership
enterprises; as these workers were also denied the privileges associated with
permanent membership in an SOE, their situation triggered protests demanding
access.
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The state workers’ protests of the 1990s and early 2000s have several features
that make them stand out during that period. First, among numerous SOE workers’
acts of resistance, whether fighting corrupt factory cadres or the central
government’s economic transformation scheme, state workers staged protests that
were based primarily on the work-unit. Shaped by China’s neo-traditional danwei
system, most of reported protests in the state sector were work-unit based. This was
partly because the state workers’ disputes often involved the work-unit, differing
from factory to factory. As Chen (2000:59) observes, the self-enclosed work-unit
could, on the one hand, parcel up workers’ social lives, limiting their social contacts,
cross-enterprise connections and therefore their attempts to instigate collective
action; on the other hand, the long-term paternalistic role of the SOEs reinforced
state workers’ belief in enterprise-linked welfare, generating enterprise-specific
claims, rather than systemic ones. For a long time, the state workers viewed
themselves in terms of this patron-client relationship and expected their employers
to protect their interests. This mind-set gradually became a powerful disincentive to
collective action, resulting in very few SOE protests (Walder 1986). However, when
an SOE failed to meet their needs, the workers’ first target was the enterprise. Thus,
most examples of the mobilisation of state workers were based on work-units, while
the claims and demands were usually enterprise-specific. This type of work-unit
mobilisation was also regarded as a form of ‘work-unit socialism’, which could
engender work-unit insurgency under economic reform (Lee 2002).
Secondly, the organisational pattern of SOE protests was often loosely
structured: spontaneous and leaderless. Some earlier studies (Chen 2000; Lee 2002;
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Lee 2007) have shown that the militant actions of some SOE workers began with
casual gatherings organised by activists, often to express a sudden welling up of
grievances against the state’s economic transformation scheme. The original
meetings then expanded into larger ones, usually in a sporadic and spontaneous way.
As these early cases reveal, it was a form of leaderless resistance in which no one
wanted to be a leader. On some occasions, when a government official suggested
that worker representatives be elected to negotiate with management, no one
stepped forward (Chen 2000). In other cases, even when strikers were able to
generate a group of core activists to advise them on involuntary strategies, such as
marching to the municipal building, or blocking the main street of the city, no
obvious leadership appeared. It has been shown that the mobilisation of SOE
workers occurred spontaneously, built on pre-existing solidarity and common
interests, even without any leaders or any call from anyone (Lee 2002). As described
in Lee’s empirical research, ‘[R]egular participants in these blockage episodes all
described them as ’spontaneous’, without mobilisation by any particular individuals
(Lee, 2007:80)’. The characteristics of SOE protests can thus be generalised as
follows: no formal organisational structure, no obvious leadership, and no coercion.
The lack of strike leadership or a formal organisation can perhaps be attributed to
the party-state’s long history of repressing any independent labour organising at the
first sign of activity, which naturally made participants unwilling to lead or promote
the protest. Indeed, SOE protests were not organised by the official trade unions,
but by workers on their own. When facing disputes between the state and workers,
the official trade union usually acted as a mediator or persuader to assuage the
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workers’ resentment. As Friedman and Lee (2010) have pointed out, a trade union
in China was ‘a top-down process of “we represent you” (whether you like it or not),
rather than a bottom-up “we (workers) delegate authority to you”’ system’, which
fundamentally affected the trade union’s ability to effectively mobilise labour.
Given the union’s function as a state apparatus, it is easy to understand why state
workers could not rely on their official unions to direct any organised actions.
Thirdly, despite having no systematic organisational strategy, state workers did
not hesitate to stage disruptive actions to make their voices heard, even when facing
government suppression. The protests staged by state workers were mainly demands
for subsistence needs, following the logic of moral economy. When it became
difficult to survive, and the enterprise could not afford even minimal compensation,
state workers were very likely to take disruptive actions and to bring them into the
street to attract more attention. By blocking streets, closing off vital lines of
communication, marching to the government, and staging public rallies, state
workers exercised ‘disruptive power’ to achieve their goals. They used the strategy
of disruption to put pressure on local officials, with the aim of making them concede.
Another reason why state workers had to take disruptive actions out into the streets
was that most of them were laid off and no longer had access to their common workunits. They could not express their grievances by halting production or striking on
the shop floor.
There were frequent state workers’ protests in the early 2000s, mainly caused
by the state’s economic reforms. Although SOE protests were rarely well-organised,
state workers were still able to initiate fierce disruptive actions to express their
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discontent. Their likelihood of success was largely subject to the divergence
between local and central government. On the one hand, maintaining social stability
was the priority of the local government, which usually adopted the coercive method
of deploying police to quell protests; on the other hand, violently suppressing a
protest could trigger an escalation if the workers’ demands were not met. Escalation
could cause an intervention from a higher level of government, which would
typically lead to the punishment of incompetent local officials and facilitate the final
resolution of the labour protest.

3.1.2 Migrant workers’ protests under the market economy
Like the SOE workers’ protests, the organisational structure of the migrant
workers’ resistance also lacked core leadership in the early years; during the past
decade, it has evolved from largely leaderless groups into worker activist-led
protests. Looking back at this evolutionary path, one can see that, having a different
social status and working experience from state workers, migrant workers began
their acts of resistance by relying on the law, and then moved on to staging protests
beyond the law. This transition can be seen as a leap beyond anything attempted by
traditional industrial workers, whereby workers have not only followed existing law,
but have exerted a subtle influence on legal regulations.
It is well-known that migrant workers’ strikes were spontaneous, “wildcat”
events for a long period of time. Previous studies (P. P. Leung 2015; C. K. Chan
2013b) have shown that the protests staged by migrant workers evolved from
spontaneous strikes without an organiser or strategy into worker activist-led strikes,
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with the emergence of strike initiators. The term ‘spontaneous strike’ refers to a
strike action that is ‘spontaneous in nature, without an organiser or any preparation’,
lacking ‘strategic planning, and worker representatives to negotiate with the
management’ (Leung, 2015:161); such spontaneous strikes were characteristic of
the early period of migrant workers’ protests, emerging in the form of silent strikes.
Chris Chan (2013) documented one small-scale strike that shocked the Shenzhen
Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in 1986, because strikes were quite rare in the 1980s.
It took place in a well-known foreign-owned enterprise, the Sanyo Semiconductor
Factory, which was the biggest employer in Shekou district at that time, with more
than 2,000 workers. During the strike, twenty-one workers participated in a work
stoppage, demanding compensation for the management’s unfulfilled labour
contract and using a simple strategy of keeping silent when confronted by the
management and union cadres. The whole strike action lasted only ten hours. As a
result of this short strike, all of the workers went back to work following persistent
persuasion by the trade union, party, and administrative officials from both the
government and management. In addition, two striking workers were fired for acting
as coordinators. During this short wildcat strike, the participants had no strategic
plan or leaders. They simply gathered together to write a petition complaining about
the management and then left the production line collectively, without informing
other workers, disseminating their message, or mobilising other workers to join their
action. After the union cadres showed up, they felt frightened at having broken the
law, and had no idea how to respond. Their lack of legal knowledge or a strike
strategy was the main reason for their failure.
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After the opening up of the PRD in the 1990s, wildcat strikes staged by migrant
workers in the private sector and foreign-sponsored enterprises became more
frequent than ever before. However, most of these strikes were still spontaneous,
lacking organisational strategies and experienced leaders. I regard this kind of
organisational pattern as a ‘leaderless protest’, which typically appears during the
inchoate stage of a labour resistance movement. The strategy of leaderless resistance
was first identified by C. Amoss (Beam 1992), who considered it a useful approach
for participants resisting tyranny. Without leaders at the top, the leaderless strategy
works through a pattern of cooperation among many covert cells, with individual
participants clearly understanding the goals of the movement. Chinese workers did
not intentionally orchestrate a strategy of leaderless protest; it just spontaneously
occurred. Unlike mature protests, which are usually accompanied by a pyramid
organisational structure and hierarchal command mode, participants involved in
leaderless protests often share the decision-making process and clearly understand
their simple goals. Workers usually gather together to come up with strike plans and
take actions collectively. This strategy may not be effective for large-scale
resistance movements, as too much time can be spent on the decision-making
process. Although it may be a bit controversial to define ‘leaderlessness’ as an
organisational pattern, this immature pattern should not be ignored, particularly as
it was adopted quite often during the early migrant workers’ protests.
In the 2000s, worker activists begin to emerge during strike actions. In studying
the labour protests of the late 2000s, Leung (2015) has found that most migrant
workers’ strikes were no longer spontaneous or unorganised, but led by worker
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activists. He explains that, even without a formal labour union, strike actions could
still be initiated by worker activists. These became the second type of ‘activist-led
strike’. Activist-led strikes are often one-off actions, with a vulnerable
organisational core of activists. They have two sub-types, one with a sustained
activist-core and the other without, mainly depending on whether the organisational
activist-core can be sustained after management retaliation. Leung points out that
worker activists often cannot sustain the organisational core once they have been
identified and fired by the management, which consequently leads to the dissolution
of core organisational networks. The third type of leader-led strike, in Leung’s own
words, involves ‘an organised labour movement, cross-factory or cross-regional
actions promoting class-based interests of workers’, which ‘can state a clear vision
of the movement to the worker community’, with its leaders obtaining ‘the
resolution to put the vision into practice’ (Leung, 2015:162). Leung contends that
leader-led strikes do not yet exist in China because there are no workers’ leaders.
However, from my point of view, activist-led and leader-led strikes have no
essential differences, as both are created by the workers themselves, with slight
differences when it comes to the organisers’ leadership capacity. A leader-led strike
is like an advanced version of an activist-led strike, providing a clearer vision and
more effective resolution for the labour movement. In past studies, the role of
grassroots labour NGOs was not separated from either activist-led or leader-led
strikes. This study therefore uses the term, ‘worker-led protest’, to refer to any
protest organised by the workers themselves, without involving other strike actors,
such as labour NGOs or other labour organisations.
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3.2 Worker-led protests: led by worker activists, but hard to sustain
As Chan (2010) has suggested, the rapidly expanding global economy appears
to encourage labour conflict in China. At the same time, it boosts the organisational
capacity of migrant workers, because individual workers often choose to quit, rather
than to unionise within a factory. In a situation that involves issues of benefits and
costs, individual workers often consider their own interests first. It seems to be
taking a long time for workers to construct a solid organisational structure through
their own efforts. It is well known that Chinese workers have ‘no union to organise’,
but this does not prevent workers from organising resistance movements to express
their grievances. The existing literature (C. K. Chan 2010b; Smith and Pun 2006;
Becker 2012) shows that migrant workers in the south of China often rely on kinship
connections, ethnic enclaves, factory dormitory networks, and urban ties to generate
collective action when their legal rights are infringed. Through these informal
networks and connections, workers can organise effective protests to safeguard
themselves.
In this section, I will explore the case of the 2009 Shenzhen pneumoconiosis
workers’ protest to illustrate the characteristics of worker-led protests and their
vulnerability when attempting to form sustained collective actions. I argue that,
although various worker activists emerged during this worker-led protest, their
general leadership capacity was relatively weak. It was hard in this case, as it is
generally, for the workers to sustain their core leadership group for a long period of
time; such groups usually collapse after one particular protest action. Furthermore,
most of the worker-led protests are rights-based disputes, which focus on the
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protection of workers’ legal rights. When dealing with such labour protests, the local
government aims to introduce the furious workers to the existing legal system to
solve their disputes, breaking down the workers’ collective action into individual
lawsuits. It has to be noted, the supporting role of labour NGOs is generally absent
in the pattern of worker-led protests.

3.2.1 The development of the 2009 Shenzhen pneumoconiosis workers’
protest
For more than a decade since the 1990s, young migrant workers have left their
hometowns in Hunan province and worked as construction workers in Shenzhen,
working in jobs that often include using pneumatic drills and blowing up buildings.
As the work protection measures were simple and crude in the 1990s, workers began
to be diagnosed with pneumoconiosis in the 2000s. The affected workers asked for
their medical costs to be paid by their previous employers, the demolition company.
There were two groups of pneumoconiosis workers from Hunan province in this
case: a group from Y County and another from Z County. The case began with one
patient worker from Y County, who successfully received a private compensation
payment of 100,000 RMB from his employer. The news spread to his hometown,
where other workers with severe symptoms also wanted compensation to cover the
costs of their treatment. They were asked to obtain a professional diagnostic
document from the occupational disease hospital, identifying their condition as an
occupational disease. During the spring of 2009, around 200 migrant workers from
Y County went to the Shenzhen occupational disease prevention clinic for an
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assessment. However, they received only vague answers from the clinic, such as
‘Needs re-examination’ and ‘Spot found on the lungs’, which were inconsistent with
the diagnoses provided by their hometown hospital. Suffering from this unfair
treatment, the angry workers petitioned the municipal government for an
explanation. The municipal government, including municipal party committee
leaders and the labour and health departments, wrote a special instruction,
explaining the principle, within the ‘legal framework, humane care’, for handling
the pneumoconiosis workers’ case. Workers were required to provide certificates of
labour relations to receive the certification of occupational disease or occupational
injury. The local government, together with the working group from Y County, then
divided workers into two groups, according to whether or not they had confirmed
labour relationships. Workers with confirmed labour relationships with the blasting
company were directed toward legal proceedings, while those without confirmed
labour relationships were to receive ‘Humane Care payments (ren wen guan huai)’
of 30,000 RMB from the municipal government. This plan ignored the 17 workers
who had already died of pneumoconiosis. After the compensation plan was
announced, about 100 workers were dissatisfied with the amount of compensation,
which did not cover the cost of treatment. They petitioned the municipal government
again, asking for further negotiations. The local government responded to the
workers’ demands, promising to readjust the level of compensation to reflect the
‘level of severity’ of their pneumoconiosis3. Some of the workers compromised,

The standard of Humane Care: Stage I get 70,000 RMB, Stage II get 10,000 RMB, Stage III get
130,000 RMB.
3
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accepted the humane compensation, and went back to their hometowns, leaving the
rest to wait for a court judgement.
However, a second group of around 80 pneumoconiosis sufferers from Z
County were not as lucky as the Y County workers. When they tried to obtain
diagnoses from the occupational disease prevention clinic in September, they were
turned away and forced to register their personal information, for the hospital to
report to the local government. Facing unfair frustration, the Z County workers had
to petition the municipal government to make their case. However, this time,
officials from the labour bureau, health bureau, police bureau, and municipal party
committee responded with vague answers, passing the buck to each other and
claiming that they needed time to handle the dispute. Desperate workers staged a
two-day hunger strike at the municipal petition office, hoping to capture the
attention of the government. However, the petition office staff threatened them with
serious consequences for their ‘abnormal appeal to higher authorities’, while the
government explained that the offer of Humane Care didn’t apply to them. These
workers were also prevented from holding a sit-in at the municipal government
building; instead, they were dispatched to the X rescue station by the local police.
After they left the rescue station, the workers released an open letter about the
Shenzhen construction workers with pneumoconiosis, attempting to raise the
public’s awareness. The turning point came when six famous scholars from top
universities in China wrote an open letter to the Ministry of Human Resources and
Social Security and successfully obtained written instructions from the Vice Prime
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Ministers 4 . This intervention from the central government greatly facilitated the
resolution of the local authority dispute. In the middle of December, about 30
workers finished their disabled status evaluations. Later, fourteen workers with
employment injury insurance were the first to receive compensation. More than a
dozen workers received no compensation and proceeded to litigation.

3.2.2 The characteristics of a worker-led protest in the pneumoconiosis
workers’ case
Compared with other types of organisational structure, worker-led protests are
relatively unsustainable. This is mainly due to their informal organisational structure,
with worker activists as protest initiators and a vulnerable leadership core. The
primary way of mobilising ordinary workers in a worker-led protest is through
kinship, geographical, and working relationships. Despite lacking a formal protest
organisation, these kinds of informal connections can bind the protesting workers
together and help them achieve their goals. As the Shenzhen pneumoconiosis
workers’ protest demonstrates, their workplace connections were built on kinship
and village relationships, leading to a mobilisation structure also based on these
interconnected relationships. When choosing collective actions, migrant workers
rarely resort to very violent acts that could cause serious damage, preferring
moderately disruptive actions, such as sit-ins, peaceful demonstrations, collective

The central government’s response to the six scholars’ open letter came in the form of an internal
instruction (neibu pishi). Please see Kong Chunxia’s summary of the 2009 Shenzhen
Pneumoconiosis workers’ protest in her Master’s thesis, The Role of New Media in the Interest
Expression of Vulnerable Groups: Take the Petitions of Pneumoconiosis Migrant Workers for
Example, 2011, Peking University.
4
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petitions, and even such self-sacrificing actions as public hunger strikes. In staging
such public protests, workers are seeking the intervention of upper-level
government, especially when their disputes have been ignored by the local
government. Self-sacrificing actions, such as hunger strikes, can arouse public
compassion and attract media coverage, creating a more forceful source of pressure.
The combination of media exposure and a central government intervention can
provide extra leverage, increasing the odds of success.
3.2.2.1 The mobilisation strategy
As mentioned above, many of the pneumoconiosis workers were connected
through geographical and genetic relationships. The position of driller in the
construction industry was a very high-paid job for migrant workers at that time. In
the early 1990s, the average daily wage for factory work in southern China was
around 20 RMB5, while a driller’s daily pay could be as much as 80 RMB, three or
four times higher than for other kinds of job. For this reason, there was a lot of
competition for driller jobs, and access was restricted through strong ties of
acquaintance. New drillers were recruited through their acquaintance network,
which was based on geo- and blood-relations. Many migrant workers from the same
county became drillers in Shenzhen by following the same foreman or subcontractor.
On the one hand, the labour subcontractor for the demolition company was inclined
to recruit workers from his own home town, or even his own relatives. For this

5

The average daily pay of the driller was referred to in the interviews given by several
pneumoconiosis workers. According to one report, the average monthly pay for migrant workers
during 1992–1996 was around 300–600 RMB, making their daily pay about 10–20 RMB. See:
http://money.163.com/11/1011/09/7G2VA46J00253G87.html.
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reason, when worker activists planned to initiate protests, they mobilised the
pneumoconiosis workers using fellow villagers from their home towns. For example,
most of the worker activists were cousins or lineal relatives of the other workers. As
Figure 16 illustrates, Y2, Y21 and Y22 were three brother-germen, while Y23 was their
cousin; Y11 and Y12 were Y1’s maternal uncles, while Y31 and Y32 were Y3’s elder
uncles. The other collateral relatives are not listed in detail, but they probably
included nephews, maternal and paternal cousins, and brothers-in-law, among
others. This diagram demonstrates that the basic foundation of the pneumoconiosis
workers’ mobilising process was constructed on top of a close layered kinship
network.

Y31
(LevelⅠ)

Y11
(Level Ⅲ)

[Y1]
(Level Ⅲ)

Y3
(Level Ⅱ)

Y12
(Level Ⅲ)

Y32
(LevelⅠ)
[Y2]
(Level Ⅲ)

[Y21]
(Level Ⅲ)

Y22
(LevelⅠ)

Y23
(Level Ⅲ)

Figure 1 The organisational structure of pneumoconiosis workers’ protest (LevelsⅠ–Ⅲ refer to the
level of severity of the pneumoconiosis diagnosis; square brackets indicate that the worker is dead.)

Figure 1 is part of the organisational structure of the Y County workers’ protest, drawn by the
author using according worker interviews and media reports about the pneumoconiosis workers.
6
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On the other hand, the former subcontractor may later become the chief initiator
and the organiser of a pneumoconiosis workers’ protest. Most of these foremen had
more resources and experience than ordinary workers. Figure 1 also reveals the
organisational structure of the Y county workers’ protest established by foremen.
Y1~Y3 were the three main worker activists who emerged during the protest. They
had formed a core leadership circle to support the Y county pneumoconiosis workers.
Two of them, Y1 and Y2, had previously been foremen; they had status and the ability
to mobilise their fellow workers. Y1 had a higher level of education than the others,
so he was able to understand the relevant legal regulations and to communicate
effectively with government officials. He suggested setting up a protest fund for
housing and transportation, in order to avoid having free riders, and to build
solidarity among the protesting workers. However, the worker activists failed to set
up a hierarchical organisational structure or stable lateral connections; each activist
was connected to scattered individuals. It was therefore hard for the workers to
sustain their leadership in subsequent collective actions, especially when faced with
government challenges and the differentiation of their interests.
3.2.2.2 The choice of a collective action
According to an investigative report7 on the pneumoconiosis workers’ living
conditions in 2014, carried out by an NGO called, ‘The Pneumoconiosis Assistance
Foundation (da ai qing chen)’, the primary means for pneumoconiosis workers to
seek redress was through collective action (60.42%), as opposed to the

7

See: https://chinaworker.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/2014e4b8ade59bbde5b098e882bae5869ce
6b091e7949fe5ad98e78ab6e586b5e8b083e69fa5e68aa5e5918a.pdf.
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institutionalised pathway of legal proceedings (18.75%). Generally speaking, it was
quite difficult for the pneumoconiosis workers to get compensation by winning a
lawsuit, because they often lacked evidence of an official labour contract to prove
their working relationship—or formal identification for the occupational disease
assessment. Moreover, a lawsuit usually involves more than a year’s worth of
judicial proceedings, leaving workers feeling exhausted and frustrated during the
process. Many of the most severely affected pneumoconiosis workers were dead
before the final legal judgement about compensation was made. For example, one
of the early protest leaders, Mr XZZ from Y County, deteriorated from the disease
in August, 2009 and died on his way to claim compensation, only three months after
arriving in Shenzhen from his hometown.8 Many pneumoconiosis workers had to
protest while battling fatigue and physical frailty. In cases where compensation was
eventually awarded through a legal judgement, the total amount of money was still
a drop in the ocean, compared with the workers’ high medical costs.
From the perspective of the pneumoconiosis workers, the choice to stage
collective actions to express their grievances was an effective way to get
compensation. Both the Y and Z County pneumoconiosis workers used types of
collective actions that would attract public attention and government intervention.
Take the protest by the Z County pneumoconiosis workers, for example. From
September to late October, these workers tried to adopt the same method that the Y
County workers had used successfully to demand compensation from the local

See the following news report: ‘The right-protection road of pneumoconiosis workers: Died, with
an easier solution’. Xiao Xiang Morning Post, 27 August 2009.
8
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government. However, four departments—the labour bureau, health bureau, police
station, and municipal party office—refused to respond directly to the workers’
demands. Instead, they told the workers that the issue needed more time to settle,
and persuaded them to return to their hometowns to wait for further information.
Receiving no effective response from the local government, Z County workers
began to organise gatherings and sit-ins at Civic Centre Square on 12 November.
The government deployed protest police to the site, to keep order and await further
instructions. After persistent persuasion by the police, several protest leaders
decided to go to the municipal letters and visits office to report their situations. Other
workers were sent to the underground parking lot by the police station to wait for
information. Four days later, the officials from the letters and visits office told the
protesting workers that the way the Y County workers’ dispute had been resolved
was a mistake that would not be repeated. They also warned the workers not to cross
the line and engage in ‘14 clauses of abnormal appeal to the higher authorities
(feizhengchang shangfang 14 tiao)’. In desperation, about forty Z County workers
decided to begin a two-day hunger strike right in front of the municipal letters and
visits office to express their discontent. Other workers walked to the municipal
government building for further explanation. They also attempted a sit-in at the
municipal building, but ended being dispatched by the police to the rescue station.
To sum up, as most of the protesting workers had already been diagnosed with
pneumoconiosis at various levels of severity and many were informal workers with
no proof of a labour contract or relationship, they resorted to collective actions: a
petition, sit-ins, and a hunger strike in a public place, rather than opting for a lengthy
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legal approach. Most of the pneumoconiosis workers’ collective actions were not
violent or disruptive, as they tended to choose nonviolent and self-sacrificial actions
to articulate their demands and gain sympathy. Claiming their individual right to
legal protection would not have been as effective in solving their dispute. Instead,
they appealed to the mainstream and social media, aiming to raise awareness
throughout society, and especially among those elites and authorities who could
help them.
3.2.2.3 External support through media exposure
Before the Y and Z County pneumoconiosis workers’ protests, there was one
sensational event, ‘Zhang Haichao’s Open-chest surgery (kai xiong yan fei)’9, which
astonished the public. Zhang was successfully awarded compensation after
voluntarily undergoing open-chest surgery to demonstrate that he was suffering
from pneumoconiosis. Learning from Zhang’s experience, the Y county workers
also attempted to use the media to raise public concern. This strategy had a
surprising result: despite many institutional obstacles, extensive news reports over
a short period of time highlighted the pneumoconiosis workers’ plight and aroused
tremendous sympathy throughout society, provoking anger about the government’s
dereliction of duty in regulating safety and protection for construction workers.
Table 3 below shows five of the mainstream media sources that reported on the
Y County workers’ protest, including both traditional media (newspapers and
television) and Internet new media. Compared to the paper media, which was largely

See ‘Open chest surgery opens up worker safety debate’, Global Times, 12 August 2009. http://w
ww.globaltimes.cn/content/457157.shtml.
9
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restricted to specific regions, in-depth reports by the official news website and China
Central Television (CCTV) reached a wider audience. The investigative reporting
by CCTV-News, in particular, caught the attention of the whole society, as it is
considered one of China’s most authoritative media outlets.
Date

Media
Hunan-Xiao
21/7/2009 Paper media Xiang
Morning Post
30/7/2009

Type

Internet
media

Sina.com

Yunnan30/7/2009 Paper media Spring City
Evening Paper
CCTV-News
1/8/2009 Videoland
Channel
Shanghai4/8/2009 Paper media Oriental Daily
News

News Title
Around 100 migrant workers are
suspected to suffer from pneumoconiosis
after work in Shenzhen
Labour rights continue to be weak,
occupational disease rights protection is
still hard

Remark

The malpractice of the system triggers a
humanitarian tragedy

Chief
commentator

Rights protection, needs special cases
with special methods
The government should talk less about
‘Humane Care’ before fulfilling their
responsibilities

Mainstream
media

Exclusive
report
Editorial

Comments by
Yu Jianrong

Table 3 Mainstream media sources reporting on pneumoconiosis workers’ case (Source: author’s
online research)

As in democratic countries, where public opinion can influence policy changes
(Page and Shapiro 1983), public opinion and popular resentment can also put
pressure on an authoritarian government to change inadequate policies. Right after
the extensive media exposure, the Shenzhen municipal government, together with
the health and labour bureaus, launched “a special case with a special method” (te
shi te ban) to deal with the Y County pneumoconiosis workers, and decided to
provide ‘Humane Care’ to solve the dispute. In the case of the Z County workers’
protest, intensive reporting by several influential media, including the Voice of
China, Xinhua News Agency, Southern Metropolis Daily and CCTV, directly
exposed the unfair treatment of the pneumoconiosis workers, and the labour, health,
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and supervision departments’ failure to respond. This extensive exposure by the
mainstream media successfully triggered a central government response to the issue.
Mr Deng Haihua, the spokesman for the Ministry of Health, expressed great concern
about the case of the pneumoconiosis workers, and ordered the provincial Health
Department to investigate and handle the case in accordance with legal regulations
and relevant procedures10.
In a general sense, by reporting intensively on the pneumoconiosis workers’
sufferings, the news media acted as an external support to facilitate the final
resolution of the case, triggering a central government intervention that led to
workers receiving compensation. Pressure from above also forced local officials to
handle the case in a more sympathetic way, rather than continuing to ignore the
demands of the desperate pneumoconiosis workers.

3.3 The state response to worker-led protests
3.3.1 The central government’s intervention
During the Y County pneumoconiosis workers’ protest in the first half of 2009,
media reports about their sufferings gained wide public attention, including among
college teachers and students. Students from several top universities in Beijing
formed a group to investigate ‘migrant construction workers’ labour rights and
protection’, travelling first to Shenzhen and then to Y County to investigate the
current situation of the pneumoconiosis workers through questionnaires and in-

See ‘The Health Ministry Ordered the Investigation of Shenzhen Pneumoconiosis Incident’,
Southern Metropolis Daily, 14 Dec 2009. http://gd.news.sina.com.cn/news/2009/12/14/753923.html.
10
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depth interviews. After the Z County workers began to demand compensation in
September, this research group went to Z County to investigate their situation using
the same method. The group released two investigation reports on the Y and Z
County pneumoconiosis workers’ sufferings, calling for government departments to
take responsibility for their malfeasance. However, the appeal by these college
students did not convince relevant local officials to resolve the issue. Then on 21
December, six famous sociologists from top universities in China wrote a joint open
letter entitled, ‘Returning labour contracts to construction workers, and retaining the
dignity of labourers’,

11

to the central government, denouncing the serious

consequences of informal labour in the construction industry and asking relevant
government departments to fulfil their duties. A window of opportunity opened
when the two vice Prime Ministers replied to the open letter, issuing an official
instruction requiring the local government to handle the case properly. The Health
Ministry spokesman then announced to the media that they would pay great
attention (gao du zhong shi) to the issue and require the Guangdong Health
Department to investigate and verify the case. Right after the central government
announced its position, the Shenzhen municipal government changed its attitude,
immediately setting up a special work group consisting of the departments of health,
labour, construction, police, and safety supervision, to review safety issues in the
construction demolition industry. It was quite unexpected that the local government
changed its position so rapidly, leading to a favourable result for the
pneumoconiosis workers. All of the protesting workers got free check-ups organised

11

See: Yangcheng Evening News, 22 Dec.2009. http://www.ycwb.com/ePaper/ycwb/html/2009-12/
22/content_693878.htm.
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by the government, and those who were diagnosed with pneumoconiosis received
compensation in accordance with their individual situations.

3.3.2 The local government’s separation strategy
Through the support of the media and labour scholars, the pneumoconiosis
workers gained extra leverage with high level government authorities, who
intervened to force local officials to become more responsive to the issue. As they
had done with the Y County pneumoconiosis workers, the local government divided
the Z County workers into three groups: those without an official labour relationship
would receive ‘Humane Care’ directly from the municipal government; the second
group, who had previously bought employment injury insurance, would receive
compensation directly from the social insurance fund; while the third group of
workers, who had proof of their employment by particular employers would receive
compensation through legal proceedings 12 . After the Spring Festival of 2010, Z
County pneumoconiosis workers with social insurance were the first to get
compensation, while those without confirmed labour relationships received an
allowance from the local government, in accordance with the level of severity of
their pneumoconiosis. Workers who had proof of their labour relationships were left
with a long-running, unresolved lawsuit.
From the rapidly changing attitude of the local government after the central
government’s intervention, we can see that the main role of local officials was to

12

Here, it should be noted that, in the case of the Y County pneumoconiosis workers, those who had
proof of a labour relationship could choose to accept ‘Humane Care’ or give up. In the Z County
workers’ settlement, such workers could not choose the ‘Humane Care’ option.
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maintain social stability, while avoiding punishment for malfeasance. Before the
massive media exposure and intervention, local authorities had adopted a strategy
of passing the buck to delay the issue, rather than considering practical solutions.
They also deployed the police to a protest site where the pneumoconiosis workers
were petitioning and staging a sit-in. However, as soon as the situation was exposed,
the local government quickly changed its approach. On one hand, they attempted to
appease the desperate workers by finding some funds to help pay for
pneumoconiosis treatment; on the other hand, they tried to separate workers into
different groups, channelling some into litigation, while allowing others to receive
compensation relatively quickly. The rationale behind the local government’s
response seemed largely to depend on the upper-level government’s special
instructions (te bie pi shi). These instructions urged local officials to use some local
funding to address the situation, while also undermining the workers’ collective
petition to the higher authorities by differentiating their interests. Following the
instruction to apply a ‘legal framework, humane care’, the local government
directed the protesting workers to the legal proceedings for their compensation,
ensuring that rights-based disputes could be solved under the existing legal system.

3.4 Worker-led protests and their outcomes
As a result, the outcome of the pneumoconiosis workers’ protest mixed hope
with despair. For the group of workers who received compensation, either from a
social insurance fund or from the local government’s allowance, it was good news
to get money in the short run. However, the result was not favourable for the workers
who had to go through litigation to claim compensation from their employers.
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According to the existing regulations on occupational injury insurance, workers had
to wait for 1,149 days,13 the legal time limit, to receive a final legal judgement; this
meant that they would not receive any lifesaving money for at least three years.
Some workers diagnosed with third level pneumoconiosis died before they could
get legal indemnification from the litigation. It was really a time-consuming process
for these seriously ill workers.
From the organisational pattern of the pneumoconiosis workers’ protest, several
worker activists emerged to lead both Y County and Z County workers in staging
organised actions. Both groups formed teams of core leaders who mobilised
ordinary workers and planned strategic collective actions. However, when the local
government used its separation strategy to deal with the pneumoconiosis workers’
demands, this organised resistance began to collapse, due to the workers’
differentiated situations. Based on the principle of fair and reasonable value, the
distribution of benefits was largely determined by the severity of individual cases
of pneumoconiosis, rather than any consideration of the costs or priority of leading
worker activists. Some core activists did not receive any compensation after the
protest and had to appeal to the court. At the same time, workers who did receive
compensation from the government had to sign a guarantee that they would not
appeal their cases to the court or stage any collective action afterwards. In the end,
a protest involving hundreds of workers turned into the lawsuits of several isolated

13

The normal procedures for this kind of litigation include three parts: 1) the identification of a workrelated injury (402 days); 2) an appraisal of work capacity (195 days); and 3) labour arbitration and
civil litigation procedures (552 days). The above procedures did not include the procedures of
confirmation of labour relations (552 days) and occupational disease appraisal (225 days).
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workers. All of the other workers were prohibited from participating in any further
collective actions.
In short, worker-led protests are generally organised by worker activists, with
a roughly formed core leadership group; they are not strong enough to challenge
employers or the government. Worker activists are able to mobilise workers based
on their geographical and genetic relationships and to stage powerful collective
actions, creating a successful resistance movement. Their ability to seek external
support from the news media and other resources may jointly shape protest
outcomes. However, as most worker-led protests are rights-based disputes, the local
government’s response to such protests tends to be concessive, while channelling
protesters toward existing legal and institutional frameworks as a favoured solution.
Although the intervention of higher levels of government varies across issues and
groups of protesters, the enhanced ability of the protesting group to seek an
intervention from above may still bring about a more favourable result for the
protesters.
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Chapter 4 Protests with NGO intervention and their outcomes
The past two decades have seen massive and dramatic strikes and protests by
migrant workers in southern China. Earlier studies have shown that the official
union often plays a double role, as both an apparatus of the state and as a labour
organisation that fails to represent workers (Chen 2003a; Howell 2003). Although
lacking institutional support and the right to unionise, migrant workers in China are
nevertheless capable of acting independently to stage protests, bypassing the official
unions. Some scholars (C. K. Chan 2010b; P. P. Leung 2015) contend that worker
activists play an important role in these wildcat strikes by mobilising other workers.
However, such strikes are generally illegal, spontaneous, and not very wellorganised; they are often one-off actions. Worker activists face retaliation and
revenge from management; this makes it hard to maintain a solid leadership core
over successive strike actions. In most cases, after one strike action (regardless of
whether the workers receive any material benefit) the organisational structure of the
resistance is disrupted, as core worker activists are often dismissed or blacklisted by
management. Given this context, how do migrant workers build a solid leadership
to carry out sustainable strike actions?
Based on fieldwork carried out in the PRD region between 2014 and 2015, I
have found that migrant workers in the south have roughly developed an informal
organisational structure by building a worker representative mechanism and
forming a core leadership of chief representatives. In this chapter, by setting up a
series of democratic election procedures, I intend to figure out how worker
representatives obtain a legitimate identity that enables them to negotiate with
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employers on behalf of the group as a whole. I further argue that, the more workers
develop the capacity to retain their core leadership, the better their chances of
achieving successful results. In the following sections, I will begin by reviewing the
role of grassroots labour NGOs in Chinese labour protests over the past decades. I
will then examine the ways in which workers create an informal organisational
structure, as well as the state’s responses to NGO-intervened protests, by comparing
two large-scale strike cases, the Scorpio and Libra strikes. I will conclude with a
discussion of the extent to which the informal organisational structures emerging
during current strike actions are influencing their outcomes.

4.1 A brief review of labour NGOs and their support for Chinese labour
protests
A growing body of research (Xu 2013; Froissart 2011; Spires 2011; Li 2016;
Yang 2016; C. K. Chan 2013a; Cheng, Ngok, and Zhuang 2010) on the study of
Chinese labour NGOs has intensively focused on NGO services, activities, survival
strategies, and more recently, initiatives to promote collective labour rights. In
accordance with the evolving trajectory of labour NGOs in China, their role in
supporting labour resistance varies, reflecting different approaches made at different
stages.
When labour NGOs first began to emerge in the 1990s, few were engaged in
supporting workers’ collective actions. Instead, they tended to focus on providing
services to migrant workers (Howell 2015; C. K. Chan 2013a). For example, after
the 1993 Zhili Toy Factory Fire, several labour NGOs were set up to provide caring
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and legal services for the migrant workers. To help migrant workers manage life in
the big city and factory working conditions was the original purpose of these first
generation labour NGOs. Grassroots labour NGOs of this type usually require less
funding and staff to support their everyday operations; they also face less political
risk. In this study, I distinguish the services provided by these inchoate labour NGOs
as a kind of preliminary intervention, which did not necessarily enhance workers’
associational power, but aimed to educate workers about their legal rights at an
individual level. Most of these labour NGOs provided legal services and
consultations, as well as some caring services, such as hospital visits for injured
workers (Cheng, Ngok, and Qu 2008). At this stage, with the help of labour NGOs,
migrant workers begin to acquire more legal knowledge about their rights, as laid
out in the labour laws; they also gained more experience of litigation.
The working agenda of labour NGOs’ changed in response to labour disputes
that could not be satisfactorily resolved by the existing legal system. As more and
more NGO activists realised that legal weapons alone could not resolve every
dispute, they began to help protesting workers construct resistance strategies.
Recent researches (Li 2016; Yang 2016) have shown how, through the involvement
of labour lawyers and scholars, several pioneering labour NGOs started to shift their
focus from merely providing services to supporting workers’ collective rights. By
disseminating the skills of collective bargaining and promoting this strike strategy
among migrant workers engaged in collective labour disputes with their employers,
these labour NGOs helped workers establish an informal labour organisational
structure for their protest movements. It is unclear how effective this type of
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intervention can be, as it requires a level of trust between labour NGOs and workers.
In some strikes, workers may not fully trust the labour NGO that has provided their
strategy, and may therefore fail to build a sustainable organisational structure.
At the third stage of providing help with implementation, the intervention of
labour NGOs, especially those with a movement orientation, has gradually
enhanced the progress of protecting collective rights. I regard this kind of
intervention as an advanced version of the second approach, in which they not only
provide a strike strategy, but also a detailed implementation process. By this stage,
NGO activists have built a strong connection with strikers and participated in the
whole process of the resistance. This kind of intervention has in general, effectively
contributed to the formation of a more sustainable organisational structure.
In short, I identify three levels of intervention in labour protests, whereby
NGOs provide service, strategy, and implementation. At the first stage of
intervention, an NGO does not fully engage in the workers’ collective action;
instead, it focuses on providing either legal services or caring services for migrant
workers. It is the second and third stages, when an NGO provides strategy and
implementation, that represent the main difference between worker-led and NGOintervened protests. Using the advanced ideas and methods offered by labour NGOs,
workers begin to cultivate their own capacity to form a sustainable core leadership
and broader worker representation to enable collective bargaining with their
employers. Here, labour NGOs refer to those formal and semi-formal organisations,
with recognition by the local authorities, either through civil registrations or
business registrations. In the following sections, I will discuss the way in which
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labour NGOs intervene in large-scale workers’ protests, providing strategy and
implementation to striking workers.

4.2

Labour

NGO-intervened

protests: promoting

the

worker

representative mechanism
The existing literature (P. P. Leung 2015; Li 2016) has proved that the recent
waves of strikes by Chinese migrant workers is no longer spontaneous and
unorganised; the worker activists organising these strikes have gone from covert to
overt. Leung (2015:78-79) asserts that, ‘[W]orker activists as strike initiators
usually form small cell-groups to command and execute their industrial action
plans’, however, they are ‘neither elected nor put forward by the general workers’.
Most of these strike initiators come from a small group of workers on the same
production line or from the same place of origin. Here, it should be noted that worker
representatives are not professional leaders or activists; they are internal
representatives who have been recommended and elected by ordinary workers. As
a general rule, therefore, a worker activist-led strike lacks broad worker
representation. It can be difficult for worker activists to reach the stage of collective
negotiation with the employer. One important factor that makes it hard to find
worker representatives is the risk of management retaliation, which is regarded as
‘the fundamental obstacle for workers to generate their own representatives’, with
‘no institutional protection for strike leaders or worker representatives from
retaliation’ (Leung, 2015:82). It is true that management retaliation can be a real
threat to worker representatives, but this does not mean that workers cannot
overcome this difficulty. Based on my observation of recent strikes in Guangdong
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province, I have found that by setting up a semi-formal mechanism for electing
worker representatives, migrant workers have gained confidence in confronting
potential management retaliation. In other words, workers become less fearful when
they have been elected as representatives. By setting up a series of electing
procedures and rules, worker representatives have obtained a higher level of
legitimate identity than ever before, with broader support from other workers. In
some cases, worker representatives have been quite aggressive about winning
negotiations with their employers. Admittedly, building a worker representative
mechanism cannot achieve perfect results right away; it needs to be improved
through step by step practical experience. Improving the worker representative
mechanism also requires the assistance of labour NGOs.
Of the more than a dozen strike cases that I have collected from the PRD region,
most were not spontaneous, wildcat strikes. Strike leaders have gone from being
hidden to being overt; resistance efforts now involve activists, including veteran
worker leaders, labour lawyers, and both local and overseas labour NGO initiators.
To explore this situation in more detail, I have carried out a comparative study of
two large-scale strike cases, looking at the dimension of informal organisational and
analysing the process of forming worker representative mechanisms, as well as
differences in their outcomes.
In order to attain a good control effect, I chose the Scorpio and Libra strike
cases collected from my fieldwork for several reasons. First, I wanted to control
variables related to the location of the strike actions. Both of these strikes took place
in Guangdong province. Within the same province, variables relating to provincial
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labour policies and regulations can be controlled, and the influence of local
government can be reduced. Meanwhile, both strikes were located in the industrial
district of a suburb of the main city, with the Scorpio strike taking place in Glam
District, Shenzhen, and the Libra strike in Puju District, Guangzhou. Second, time
variations can also be reduced; both cases happened during 2014 and 2015. It was
very interesting to learn that both factories experienced two waves of strike action
with similar timing—the first outburst at the end of 2014 and the second in the
spring of 2015. However, the outcomes of these two cases were quite different.
Third, both cases involved more than 1,000 participants, and were therefore largescale cases. I chose large-scale strikes because I wanted their organisational features
and related factors to be clear and easily observed. In smaller cases, the
organisational structures are usually inconspicuous, requiring less sophisticated
mobilising strategies and leadership capacity. It was therefore more convincing to
use large-scale cases to examine the mechanism linking organisational level with
strike outcome. In both cases, I collected 18 in-depth interviews in total, including
some from key informants, the NGO activists and labour lawyers in charge of each
case. I also used participant observation in both cases for nearly one month, in order
to observe at first-hand how workers developed their informal organisational
structure during the strike actions.

4.2.1 The nascent stage of building a worker representative mechanism:
the Scorpio strike
The main purpose of electing worker representatives is to negotiate with the
employer during or after strikes. Previous strike studies (P. P. Leung 2015; C. K.
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Chan 2010b) have demonstrated that, in many cases, migrant workers are reluctant
to become negotiating representatives, as they may be identified and punished by
employers. The existing labour laws do not protect strikers or negotiating
representatives from retaliation after strike actions. In order to protect core activists,
workers usually avoid the stage of collective negotiation. However, recent practices
have found a way to address this issue. The major consideration is how to end the
workers’ fear of management retaliation. Migrant workers have just two pivotal
weapons with which to confront management and protect themselves: the power of
solidarity and good timing—timing a strike well, so as to increase bargaining power.
In the following cases, workers tried to strengthen solidarity by establishing a
worker representative mechanism. Following established procedures for the election
process, they appointed worker representatives who could attain broad
representation, which would embolden them to make collective decisions and
bargain with the employer on behalf of all workers. On most occasions, the workers
would ask the employer to agree to a ‘no punishment or retaliation against worker
representatives’ agreement before the formal negotiations. If the employer was
unwilling to agree, workers would resort to a strike. The first step in building a
worker representative mechanism is an election in which all of the striking workers
formally elect worker representatives.
4.2.1.1 The background of the Scorpio strike
The Scorpio Clothes and Leather Company (hereafter, the Scorpio factory) at
Glam, Shenzhen belonged to the HK Clothes Company, Limited, which was
originally founded in 1956, with headquarters in Hong Kong. It had more than 1,000
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front line workers. The main products of the Scorpio factory were shirts and blouses,
primarily for the brands of G2000 and UNIQLO.
At the end of 2014, Scorpio workers heard news of a factory relocation scheme
and began to worry about whether they would get compensation. Most of the
Scorpio workers had been employed in the factory for more than ten years, so they
were well aware of seniority buy-outs. On 11 December, Scorpio workers staged
their first strike action to demand a reasonable settlement and compensation.
However, on the eighth day of the strike, workers were harshly suppressed by the
local government and twenty-four workers were arrested by the police, with several
activists detained for a week. After this attack, the rest of striking workers went back
to work under the threat of physical intimidation by the management, leaving their
disputes unsettled.
In the spring of 2015, news that the existing Scorpio factory would close and
move to another district that summer began to spread quickly among the workers
again. Some worker activists began to initiate strike actions to put pressure on the
management. This time, ordinary workers were better prepared and determined to
participate in the action, as they had nothing to lose. The incident of Mrs. Jasmine’s
dismissal triggered a strike that involved the whole factory. On 9 June, one of the
worker activists, Mrs. Jasmine, was prohibited from entering the factory gate, with
the excuse that she was old enough to retire and thus not a Scorpio employee any
more. Mrs. Jasmine considered this unreasonable and tried to return to her assembly
line. The factory security guards forced her out, using aggressive physical contact.
She was then sent to the police office for disturbing the public order. All of the other
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workers went on strike from that day forward; around 100 workers went to the police
station to demand the release of Mrs. Jasmine. Most of the workers believed that
Mrs. Jasmine was innocent and that it was unreasonable to arrest her. On the
following day, Scorpio workers petitioned subdistrict office, hoping that the
government would support them. The street government arranged bilateral
negotiations for the next day. However, on the morning of 11 June, many police
were deployed around the factory and the scheduled bilateral negotiations were
cancelled, as worker representatives were afraid of being arrested. After that, worker
activists initiated a collective action by occupying the factory, hoping to push the
management to the negotiation table. For a whole month, about 300 workers stayed
and slept in the factory. Meanwhile, another group of workers tried to petition the
provincial government in Guangzhou for help. However, this turned out to be
useless, and all of the petitioners were repatriated to Shenzhen by force. The
desperate workers also attempted to diffuse the news through social media networks
like weibo and wechat, only to find that their weibo accounts were blocked five
times. After nearly a month of deadlock, the local government decided to crack
down on the workers’ unrest and deployed riot police to the factory to force all of
the workers to leave the building. During this process, twelve workers were arrested
and detained in the police station for weeks. The arrest of their worker activists
disrupted the workers’ collective actions. The remaining workers were persuaded
by local officials to accept limited compensation. In the end, the Scorpio workers’
strike led to a complete failure.
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4.2.1.2 The preparation period for the election
As mentioned above, the first strike by Scorpio workers was not well-organised,
with only a few worker activists to initiate the protest. When it came to the second
trial, half a year later, Scorpio workers were much better prepared. This time, the
striking workers had not only elected their own worker representatives, reflecting
the number of people in the different departments, but had also attempted to carry
out an election to confirm their legitimacy.
Before the start of the second strike, several core worker activists attended
several training courses provided by one local labour NGO, X Centre. They learned
some practical skills to do with electing worker representatives and initiating
collective bargaining with the employer. For example, in one training workshop
held in May,14 worker activists began to learn how to distinguish between proactive
workers and workers with wait-and-see attitudes, as this would be quite important
when nominating and electing chief worker representatives. They also learned to
calculate the number of the departments that planned to participate the strike, the
number of workers in each department and the number of workers who were
persistent and keen in supporting the strike action. As most of the Scorpio workers
were unfamiliar with collective bargaining, they also learned how to form collective
demands. They were told to collect each worker’s demand first and then to combine
them into several major demands. It was easy to learn the rules, but it was not easy

14

From the author’s participant observation field notes on May 31st, 2015.
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to put them into practice. For this reason, it took a long time for the worker activists
to prepare the whole factory for the second strike action.
4.2.1.3 The election of worker representatives
After learning the procedures and practical methods for electing worker
representatives, Scorpio worker activists organised a small meeting to elect worker
representatives. Two core worker activists, Linden and Edith, held the meeting and
encouraged other workers to nominate and elect their representatives. The names of
potential representatives were circulated to each department first; then the workers
from that department voted for them.
Worker representatives (29)
Sewing group A-S (19)
Cutting group (4)
Checking group (2)
Ironing group (2)
Packing group (2)

Code names of worker representatives
YZ, XM, AF, TY, JM, JY, XH, XZ, WY, CL, YQ, JY, JF,
GL, ZL, FH, RQ, XF, QF
XY, AF, XJ, DJ
FQ, KY
SZ, YQ
XL, LP

Table 4 Worker representatives elected at the Scorpio factory (number of people)

The list of names in Table 4 resulted from this election of worker
representatives, which marked the initial formation of an informal organisational
structure for the second strike. The representatives were asked to sign a letter
formally confirming that they were worker representatives, as written proof.
However, some worker representatives refused to sign the written confirmation, as
they were still afraid of being harassed by their employers. This problem was never
solved by the chief representatives, and it later became the main vulnerability of the
Scorpio workers’ strike organisation.
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4.2.1.4 The weakness of the Scorpio workers’ organisational structure
Although Scorpio worker activists set up a procedure to elect worker
representatives and viewed this as their initial organisational structure, when
preparing for the second strike, they had not done enough to strengthen the
foundation of hierarchical connections among the representatives. In other words, a
defined and concrete division of labour was never developed, and tasks were not
assigned to specific individuals. Even though the personal leadership of the core
worker representatives was competent, they did not appreciate the importance of
distributing responsibilities among the other worker representatives. For instance,
Linden was an older worker in her 40s, a good communicator who was respected
by her colleagues. However, she was so focused on the decision-making process
within her small leadership group that she ignored the need to build a hierarchical
network by putting other representatives in the right places. The other
representatives were confused by their vague roles and unsure how to carry out the
planned action. Some representatives even quit during the succession of collective
actions a few days later.
In a word, Scorpio worker activists built their core leadership by electing
worker representatives, but failed to develop a hierarchical structure among the
representatives, or to clarify each worker representative’s responsibility for the
strike. For this reason, the group of remaining representatives was unable to
implement subsequent strike actions after the chief representatives were arrested.
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4.2.2 The practice of advancing a worker representative mechanism: the
Libra strike
Comparatively speaking, the informal organisational structure constructed by
Libra striking workers was much better than the Scorpio structure. In addition to
electing ordinary worker representatives, they went a step further by clarifying a
detailed division of labour among the chief negotiating representatives. From the
very beginning of their first strike, Libra worker activists began to build a worker
representative mechanism step by step, from the preparation for electing ordinary
worker representatives to choosing the right candidates to negotiate with the
employers. The Libra worker activists perfected the distribution of work across
different positions, creating solidarity funding managers, new media reporters,
picket leaders, and many other roles. Different positions were filled by different
assortments of workers, which defined the responsibility of the appointed
representative much clearly than before. This preparation seemed to be effective in
later actions, especially when the lead group encountered trouble.
4.2.2.1 The background of the Libra strike
The Libra Shoe Company Limited was founded in 1971, with headquarters in
Taipei and branches in Hong Kong. The processing factory site in south Guangzhou
was built in 1997, and renamed the Puju Libra Shoe Factory (hereafter, the Libra
factory). By 2014, there were 2,700 employees in the Libra factory, with 34 sewing
assembly lines and 11 moulding lines. The main products were various kinds of
true-leather and PU shoes, including famous brands such as CK and Cartelo.
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From January 2014, news that the factory would move from Puju to Nasa
District (both in Guangzhou), began to spread among the sewing workers. At the
same time, workers began to notice that the regular production orders and piece rate
wages were being reduced. Some worker activists gathered together to discuss the
issue. They tried to seek help from a local labour NGO, called the Y Centre, which
was famous for safeguarding labour rights in the area. With the help of the Y Centre,
worker activists organised five worker representative meetings and one worker
congress between September and November, in order to elect their own
representatives and collect workers’ complaints. On 25 November, the management
tried to force employees to accept unreasonable changes to their individual labour
contracts; this triggered the first strike. Later, the management and worker
representatives conducted two rounds of collective bargaining about the disputes.
As the factory refused to attend a third round of collective bargaining, all of the
Libra workers went on a second strike to express their dissatisfaction. Ultimately,
the striking workers won the factory’s commitment to continue negotiations. After
a third negotiation on 17 December, under the supervision of the local government,
both sides reached an agreement on overtime pay, annual vacation pay, and high
temperature subsidies, leaving issues relating to social insurance and relocation
compensation unresolved. With the management’s promise, all of the workers went
back to work that afternoon. Three days later, they all received compensation and
achieved their first success.
However, after the Spring Festival of 2015, when the workers returned from
their hometowns, they found that the management was still unwilling to resolve the
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rest of the disputes. Some worker representatives also discovered that the chief
negotiators seemed to have been bribed by the employer, and were no longer willing
to speak for the workers. They organised a meeting to elect new chief negotiators
and decided to initiate a third round of strikes from the morning of 20 April. The
newly elected worker representatives drafted five demands for social insurance, a
housing fund, seniority payments, unemployment insurance, and the details of a new
round of collective negotiations. In the meantime, to prevent the factory from
moving its machines and other equipment, around 300 workers occupied the factory
and took turns keeping the products from shipment, day and night. Finally, in a
bilateral collective negotiation on 21 April, as scheduled, the management made
concessions on paying for social insurance and a housing fund; they also asked the
workers to allow the products to be shipped immediately. In response, the worker
representatives asked for a formal written agreement instead of an oral
announcement to make sure that the management would keep its promise. This time,
the managers kept their word and began to pay compensation directly into the
workers’ accounts. Considering that all of the Libra workers received compensation
in the form of a relocation settlement and social insurance, it can be said that the
Libra workers’ strike achieved a complete victory.
4.2.2.2 The preparation period for the election
At first, the Libra workers had no idea how to carry out an election of worker
representatives. Before the first strike, about ten worker activists from the Libra
factory decided to seek help from outside. They discovered that one local labour
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NGO, called the Y Centre, was famous for assisting migrant workers with their
collective labour disputes. One of the worker representatives recalled that,
‘At the beginning of our first strike action, we elected our own representatives,
with the help of the Y labour service centre. It was because some women workers
in the department of hand sewing group knew the experts from that centre. They
(referring to the staff from the Y Centre) taught us how to elect worker
representatives and the skills of collective bargaining. And we also invited Mr Hale
and Mr Gale from that centre as our professional consultants to help us negotiate
with the management. They gave us many useful instructions on negotiation
tactics’.15
This grassroots labour NGO, the Y Centre, played an important role in
enlightening and strengthening the organisational capacity of the migrant workers,
especially by promoting worker-led collective bargaining. By providing relevant
workshops and training sessions on election mechanisms and practical collective
bargaining skills, the Y labour NGO actively supported workers in setting up their
own informal strike organisation. From September to November of 2014, in order
to better mobilise the whole workers’ group and create a culture of solidarity, Libra
worker activists held five worker representative meetings with the help of the Y
Centre. During these meetings, a core worker leadership gradually took control,
initiating an effective mobilisation of ordinary workers across the whole factory.
4.2.2.3 The election of worker representatives and the division of labour
Like the Scorpio workers, when the Libra workers decided to launch their first
strike action, they elected worker representatives first. Based on the number of
people in different departments and floors, each department nominated one or two
candidates and the workers voted for those candidates. After the vote, sixty-two
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worker representatives had been elected. Table 5 shows the election results. These
sixty-two worker representatives signed a confirmation letter after the voting.
Worker representatives (62)
Moulding group 1–16 (27)
Sewing machine group 1–26 (15)
Hand sewing group 1–3 (10)
Raw material storage bay (3)
Sampling (2)
Cutting group (2)
Bottom processing group (2)
Electrician (1)

Code names of worker representatives
ZY, LX, JJ, ZL, YB, PE, DH, CY, QX, JQ, YB, JO, JH, CY, XP,
JX, ZQ, YY, JY, MR, WH, XL, HB, MY, WP, ML, GQ
JP, XZ, ZJ, XX, WZ, MF, MX, TQ, ZP, GR, CF, XM, CQ, HM, JH
RM, JY, YC, WP, CH, SB, WQ, LY, XG, LX
QH, JQ, SP
AM, GB
XQ, WJ
GH, AS
LC

Table 5 Worker representatives elected at the Libra factory (number of people)

On the morning of 6 December 2014, worker activists held their first strike
congress, attended by sixty-two newly elected worker representatives. During this
meeting, thirteen negotiating representatives were nominated and put in charge of
the first round of negotiations. These thirteen negotiating representatives were
assigned different positions at the same time, with one chief negotiating
representative, two deputy chief negotiators, three ordinary representatives in
charge of a worker solidarity fund, six ordinary representatives in charge of
information dissemination and two strike picket leaders.
Table 6 illustrates the specific distribution of positions among different worker
representatives. Libra workers also made a formal written record of the election
results, with clear descriptions of each person’s responsibilities. At this point, it
could be said that the informal organisational structure built by the Libra workers
began to take shape.
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Distribution of positions
First round worker negotiation representative

Second round worker negotiation representative

Worker solidarity fund administrator
Worker new media information manager
Strike picket leader and vice-leader

Code names of worker representatives in charge
Chief negotiators: LX, JY and XZ
Other negotiators: WH, JJ, XQ, CY, QH, JH, XL,
MY, CH, ML
Chief negotiators: LX, JY and XZ
Other negotiators: WH, JJ, XQ, CY, QH, YB, GQ,
JH, XP, ZJ
QH, JQ, XZ
JJ, CY, ZJ, JQ, WJ, SP
JX, LC

Table 6 The division of labour among worker representatives in the strike (1st and 2nd strike before
April 2015)

4.2.2.4 The improved structure of the Libra workers’ organisation
In contrast to the Scorpio strike, the worker representative mechanism built by
Libra workers was better and more mature, especially when the organisational
structure was complete and responsibilities within it identified. This network of
hierarchical connections made it possible to substitute one person for another, rather
than depending on the person who determined the position. These improvements
facilitated subsequent strike actions, in which the Libra workers successfully
replaced their malfeasant chief negotiators and achieved a final success. Here, the
role of the labour NGO should be noted. When I interviewed one worker
representative about why they wanted to elect worker representatives and how they
worked it out, he recalled the assistance provided by the labour NGO:
‘We don’t have a trade union in our factory. It’s always the boss who has the
final say. … And we have several thousand workers in total, so we have to elect
worker representatives by the numbers in each department. At the beginning, we
had no idea about it. Mr Hale (a staff member from the Y Centre) tells us how to
elect representatives, like to list the signatures and some paperwork like that. …
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With the help of Y Centre, we are more confident to lead the workers to fight against
the employers’.16
With no trade unions to help workers to strike, the associational power of
Chinese migrant workers is generally weak and constrained by institutional settings.
However, intervention by a local labour NGO can cultivate the workers’ own
organisational capacity, particularly when it comes to building their own strike
organisation. Workers learn and grow quickly by accumulating strike experiences
and gaining practical skills more systematically than before.

4.2.3 The formation of a worker representative mechanism and its
effectiveness
As showed in Figure 2, the process of creating a worker representative
mechanism can be broken down into two steps. The first step, which is also the
nascent stage, is to elect ordinary worker representatives, including a core leadership
made up of negotiating representatives. This process usually follows the principle
of recommending candidates first and then holding a democratic vote. Workers
normally vote for a candidate in their own department, workshop, or floor, as they
are familiar with those candidates. The number of ordinary representatives is in
proportion to the number of workers in that department. The second step is to make
a clear distribution of work among the chief negotiators, whom I call ‘core
leadership’ in this study. The core leadership in the worker representative
mechanism usually includes the chief negotiator, together with several other chief
negotiators, who are mainly responsible for negotiating with the management. They
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should also be the chief leaders in the strike actions. Meanwhile, there are several
other ordinary negotiating representatives, who are in charge of managing the
solidarity fund, new media information, and pickets. It is very important to divide
up these responsibilities so that, if some representatives cannot fulfil their duties,
they can be replaced by other representatives. In general, the position should
determine the representative’s duties, rather than the person who holds the position.
In both cases, the striking workers elected ordinary representatives. It was
relatively easy for them to follow democratic election procedures. However, the
difference between the two cases relates primarily to operations within the core
leadership. The Scorpio worker representatives did not create a clear division of
labour for the chief representatives, who planned and carried out most of their duties
together. By contrast, the Libra case shows that an effective division-cooperation
mechanism may contribute to improving core leadership capacity.

Chief
negotiator
Core leadership

Second/third chief
negotiator
Other negotiating representatives
(in charge of fund, media, picket, etc.)

Ordinary worker representatives

Figure 2 The formation of a worker representative mechanism (by the author)
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4.2.3.1 The failure of discrete core leadership in the Scorpio strike
In the Scorpio case, the vital cause of failure was the disconnection of the chief
leadership, especially once the chief worker leaders had been arrested. In the first
strike action at the end of 2014, everything went well at the beginning, under
instructions from the core worker activists, Linden and Edith. Unexpectedly, on the
eighth day of the strike, the police began to clear the site and engaged in physical
conflict with the workers. Several worker activists were arrested and sent to the
police office; this led directly to the failure of the workers’ collective actions. Unlike
the first wave of strike actions in the Libra factory, where the main leadership
remained until the new round of strikes began, the Scorpio leadership was totally
disrupted following this huge attack. After the first action failed, some worker
leaders and activists sought help from the local labour NGO, and had several
professional training sessions to strengthen their leadership capacity. Before the
second strike, the Scorpio worker activists felt determined to face confrontations;
they tried to set up a worker representative mechanism with the help of the labour
NGO. However, they merely elected representatives, following their instructions,
without developing a more detailed structure to support each representative. It
therefore became difficult for them to sustain an effective leadership when facing
the local government’s repressive tactics or management retaliation.
For example, the lethal hit to the Scorpio leadership was caused by a
discontinuity among core leadership members. During the second strike, in June
2015, when similar acts of repression took place, ordinary workers were dispersed
after the chief worker representatives had been arrested. When I asked one of the
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ordinary worker representatives, Mrs Jean, about the organisational strategy during
the second-strike actions, she told me the following:
‘Actually, I do not know much about the plans and strategies for the following
moves. They (referring to the chief worker leaders) are more familiar with the tactics.
We are just following their orders and instructions. After they have been arrested,
most of us have no idea about what to do next, only remembering that we should
not compromise with the management easily’.17
The shortcomings of the Scorpio strike leadership, as exposed in the two strike
actions, show that it had no effective mechanism for replacing leaders. As Mrs Jean
described, the detachment of the chief leadership and the subordinate tiers of
leadership made the followers become passive during subsequent actions. As
discussed above, the chief representative of the Scorpio workers did not define a
clear distribution of labour, and this gradually undermined the movement’s
leadership. So, when the top leaders were removed, other representatives found it
difficult to sustain the strike strategy or to take over the chief leadership function.
4.2.3.2 A successful model for changing core leadership in the Libra strike
As discussed above, the Libra group went through three big factory-wide strikes.
During the first and second strike actions, workers elected their first batch of chief
negotiating representatives and ordinary representatives to negotiate with the
management. However, before the third strike, some worker representatives noticed
that the five chief worker representatives had been bribed by the management; they
became indecisive about making further demands and unwilling to speak on behalf
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of the workers. When I asked one ordinary worker representative how they
discovered that the former chief representatives had been bribed, he remarked that,
‘After the first and second strike, we still have not solved the disputes on the
relocation compensation and the payment of social insurance. So we (referring to
ordinary worker representatives) ask the former chief representatives to negotiate
with the management and tell us about the result of the negotiation. However, after
several inquiries, they still avoid our questions. And we begin to wonder whether
they have been bought off by the management. You know, if you are worker
representatives, workers support and trust you, because of your standpoints. And if
you are not trusted or supported by the workers, then you should not be worker
representatives any more. We asked them (referring to the former chief
representatives) a couple of times about the results of the negotiation on the
relocation compensation. No matter whether the result is good or bad, you should
tell us and we can discuss it later. However, they lied to us, and dragged on for
several months. It was not until April that we re-elected our chief negotiating
representatives to replace the former ones for a new round of collective
negotiation’.18
It is interesting to discover that the Libra striking workers not only created a
worker representative mechanism, but were also able to replace their leadership,
when they became irresponsible. Within the worker representative committee,
migrant workers attempted to develop a useful method of strengthening an effective
leadership, for example, by replacing traitorous members of the leadership and
electing new chief representatives. Needless to say, the ability to sustain an effective
core leadership is one of the key factors enabling successful strike actions. In the
case of the Libra strike, workers adopted a quasi-institutionalised way of electing
new chief worker representatives, so as to sustain a strong leadership that could
organise workers for the next round of strike actions. As another worker
representative explained:
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‘Before the third strike, they (referring to the former chief representatives)
cheated us all the time. Then, we (referring to ordinary worker representatives)
decided to tell Mr Hale about this incident and ask their advice. And later, on 19
April, we called for a worker representative meeting, inviting Mr Hale as our
consultant to help us with the procedures. We then elected our new representatives,
following the re-election procedures offered by them (referring to Mr Hale). After
the re-election of new chief representatives, new worker representatives were
responsible for describing the whole process of re-election to the other workers, who
were not present at the meeting, department by department. And they (the new
worker representatives) also collected information and advice from ordinary
workers, such as whether they agree with the stuff that we have passed in the
(worker representative) meeting. If anyone does not agree with the stuff, we have to
discuss and re-do it again’.19
In contrast to earlier strikes carried out with a less institutionalised
organisational structure, Libra workers formed a quasi-institutionalised mechanism
to elect new leaders and sustain an effective leadership, once it was clear that the
former worker leaders had betrayed the workers. Re-electing the leadership brought
about a desirable result after the third strike. This semi-formal mechanism for
electing worker representatives, while bypassing the official trade union, has given
migrant workers a way to appoint legitimate representatives, further promoting an
effective strike organisational process.
4.2.3.3 The effectiveness of sustained leadership in a worker representative
mechanism
It is no longer difficult for Chinese migrant workers to elect worker
representatives and confront the local authorities directly. They are gaining more
experience in confronting repressive and retaliatory tactics. For example, in some
cases, striking workers have been able to identify traitors among the worker
representatives, who have been bought off by the employers. They have even
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developed a corresponding strategy to tackle the management’s tricks, such
replacing the chief worker leaders in order to sustain an effective leadership
throughout the collective actions. It is necessary to emphasise that building up a
sustained leadership is both important and crucial to the outcome of a well-organised
labour resistance.
Comparing these two strike cases shows that migrant workers able to sustain
an effective leadership in their protests and strikes are more likely to obtain a good
result. The Libra case demonstrates that building a practical mechanism of effective
leadership by following established procedures for (re-)electing worker
representatives enables workers to maintain their leadership capacity throughout the
whole strike action. The failure of Scorpio workers to maintain leadership shows
that worker leaders should build not just a strong leadership at the top, but also foster
the associational power of subordinate tiers of worker activists, as these may need
to maintain the continuity of an effective leadership.
Regarding the formation of a sustained leadership, as discussed in the cases
above, there are two important factors to be mentioned: worker leaders and the core
leadership. In the case of the Scorpio second strike, the lack of second tier worker
leaders ready to replace the chief leadership was a key factor in the overall failure
of the strike action. The agency of worker leaders in China is no longer rare, but
they are usually at a high risk during a strike. As soon as the chief worker leaders
have been identified, they can easily be dismissed by the management or arrested
by the police. In such case, everything depends on whether there is any successor
ready to become the new leader and to sustain the leadership throughout the
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remaining strike actions. Leung (2015:164–179) also confirms the importance of
worker activists as an informal agency power in leading the strikes. From the efforts
made by the Libra worker leaders, we can see that the hard work they put in to
establish (re-)election procedures maintained their top leadership and preserved a
strong capacity for leadership. The question of whether the leadership can be
sustained after one strike action is crucial to the outcome of subsequent strike
actions; the original leadership is likely to be challenged by employers and local
authorities. Moreover, finding ways to sustain effective leadership over a long-term
period involves building relevant institutional settings, which can further promote
the workers’ capacity for leadership and ability to achieve a favourable result. Of
course, at present time, the institutional setting to sustain effective leadership among
Chinese migrant workers is still in the early stages of development and needs to be
strengthened through more experiments and improvements.
4.2.3.4 The role of labour NGOs in creating worker representative mechanisms
When we analyse the formation of a stronger worker informal labour
organisation, the active intervention of movement-oriented labour NGOs should be
noted. In both the Scorpio and Libra strikes, two local labour NGOs were deeply
involved in the whole process, but with different degrees of intervention. For the
Libra workers, the Y labour NGO not only provided a strike strategy, but also a
detailed implementation plan for the workers to carry out. The NGO advised
workers to hold an All Worker’s Congress five times and made the rules for their
informal labour organisational strategy. Actually, during this process, it took a long
time for the labour NGO staff to build a strong connection with the Libra workers,
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to better implement the strike strategy. In my interview with one worker
representative20, Mr Leif told me that at the beginning of the strike, most of the
striking workers did not trust the labour NGO staff, as they were suspicious of the
NGO activists’ motivation for helping them without asking for any reward.
However, after several rounds of contacts and communications, Libra workers
began to trust the staff from the Y Centre and to believe that they were on the same
side, pursuing the same strike goal, especially after the local police detained workers
and an NGO activist. The full involvement of the labour NGO staff enhanced the
workers’ ability to build a worker representative mechanism, and also strengthened
their confidence about winning the collective bargaining with their employers.
However, in the Scorpio case, the X labour NGO did not become as deeply
involved in the development of an informal labour organisation as the NGO in the
Libra case did. Although the staff of the X Centre participated fully in the strike
process and provided a strike strategy for the workers, they did not fully explain to
workers how to build a worker representative mechanism to enhance their informal
associational power. The main issue can probably be attributed to trust building
between the NGO activists and workers. For example, in the first round of strikes,
Scorpio workers were told by a senior unionist that the X Centre was illegal and that
they should not trust the NGO staff. Some of the workers were suspicious of the
labour NGO afterwards. Even when it came to the second strike, where the NGO
staff and worker activists had a stronger connection, some workers still did not trust
them. After the worker representatives were released from the police station, one
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NGO staff member told me that21 those worker representatives were not willing to
contact with him any longer, because they were afraid of getting into trouble.
The above cases show that the intervention of a movement-oriented labour
NGO in a collective labour dispute can foster a more sustainable labour
organisational structure. They also prove that it is not hard for NGO activists to
provide strategies to help striking workers form a worker representative mechanism,
although their provision of implementation advice is conditional. Whether a labour
NGO’s implementation strategy can fully convince the strikers largely depends on
the trust that exists between workers and the NGO.

4.3 The state response throughout an NGO-intervened protest
4.3.1 The local government’s response and repressive tactics
The above two cases show that support from an NGO can greatly reinforce the
workers’ own associational capacity. At the same time, the likelihood of incurring
government repression is also increased. In the Scorpio case, both strike actions led
to government repression, with striking workers arrested or detained by the local
police. In the Libra case, the local police also detained several worker activists and
an NGO activist during the third strike, when worker representatives were holding
a meeting. In a general sense, the NGO-intervened protest brings its own nature of
sensitivity when it first appears. From the perspective of local government, the
existence of NGO-intervened protests is a kind of unpredictable threat to social
stability and local governance. Hence, the local government often adopts repressive
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tactics to handle the protests supported by labour NGOs. As it is quite hard to access
the local officials who directly handle the labour protests in each case, the
deployment of the local police force can be regarded as an instant and visible
indicator of the local government’s attitude toward NGO-intervened protests. There
are roughly three levels of protest policing: a mild level, where the police just keep
order; a middle level, where the police arrest workers and physically confront them;
and a harsh level involving the deployment of riot police, violent confrontations,
and sometimes jail time for arrested workers. NGO-intervened protests usually
attract the middle level of protest policing, which often result in the arrest of worker
leaders to deter and disperse striking workers’ gatherings and demonstrations.
Among the ten NGO-intervened strike cases that I collected between 2013 and 2015,
eight out of the ten cases featured the arrest of striking workers and physical
confrontations between police and workers, but no riot police.
When the government uses repressive tactics against NGO-intervened protests,
NGO activists are targeted, along with worker leaders and worker activists. One
recent study (Yang, 2016:139) shows that grassroots labour NGOs are subject to
state surveillance by two key state agencies: the Public Security Bureau, which
consists of local police who maintain social stability; and the National Security
Agency, which deals with issues of national security. Whether or not a particular
NGO is considered a potential threat mainly depends on whether it promotes
collective labour activism, as independent unionism is seen as undermining the
stability of the regime, and whether it receives overseas funding as a sort of hostile
foreign force. For this reason, especially during large-scale NGO-intervened
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protests, NGO activists are always high on the surveillance list. Yang’s (2016:17)
study identifies six types of oppressive tactics used by the state security agencies:
eviction, ‘tea talk’22, surveillance, house arrest, kidnapping, and harassment. Among
them, eviction, surveillance, and harassment are commonly used to suppress NGOintervened protests, while ‘tea talk’, house arrest, and kidnapping are usually used
during or after a collective action. For instance, in the second Scorpio strike, when
around one hundred workers were going to petition the district level government on
10 June 2015, the NGO activist, Mr Wood, was invited to have a ‘tea talk’ with the
national security officials right just as the collective action was ongoing. Mr Wood
was not released to go home until the protest was over. When I asked him about
what he did during that period of restricted freedom later that day, he told me that it
was a routine procedure that he was quite used to. The officials asked him some
routine questions, such as what he had done recently, and whether he had been
involved in recent strikes, etc. Normally, during these special moments at an NGOintervened protest, it is quite common for the local police to use tactics including
house arrest, kidnapping, and ‘tea talks’ on the NGO activists; these may be
designed not to create serious legal consequences, but just to restrict their freedom
when large workers’ collective actions break out.
Of course, beyond the everyday tactics above, the authoritarian state may
occasionally resort to heavy-handed repressive measures, arresting and sentencing
NGO activists. This kind of harsh repression does not happen every time, but

‘Tea talk’, is actually a euphemism in Chinese political language; it refers to a kind of informal
interrogation by the security police.
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regularly bursts out. At the end of 2015, there was a surprise raid of Guangzhou
labour NGOs in which major NGO activists were arrested and sentenced,
astonishing the Chinese labour community. In this round of suppression, four NGO
activists were sentenced to one to three years in jail for the crime of ‘gathering to
disturb the public order’, which had never happened before. This probably reflects
the state authority’s concern about the growing trend in the south for collective
labour activism initiated by labour NGOs, which could become a potential threat to
the legitimacy of the regime. In addition, the arrested NGO activists in Guangzhou
are funded mostly by one Hong Kong-based NGO, which has further made them on
the government’s blacklist with high level concern.

4.3.2 The central government’s reaction and regulative settings
Along with the increasing number of NGO-intervened cases, this continuous
bottom-up movement has pushed the authoritarian government to make changes to
improve currently strained labour relations, as well as to promote civil society
regulations.
Early in the 2000s, three main regulations relating to social organisations were
issued and enforced by the central government: the registration and administration
of social organisations, private non-enterprise units, and foundations. These
regulations are primarily designed to strengthen state surveillance of NGOs, as a
large number of NGOs remain excluded, unregistered, and illegal. During the HuWen period (2002–2012), the people-centred governance principle softened
regulations on NGOs and facilitated the development of social organisations. For
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example, the legislation on registering local NGOs was modified to help NGOs
acquire a legal identity. In 2008, the local government of Shenzhen issued an official
document, 23 entitled, Suggestions for further developing and regulating social
organisation in Shenzhen, which promoted an innovative registration system that
relaxed the registration guidelines for certain types of NGOs. It was claimed that
some of the registration procedures were also simplified.
The Xi Jinping era (2012–present), has introduced an obvious pattern of
tightening state control of civil groups. In one recent study, Howell (2015) posits
that in order to re-construct the social contract between state and labour, the partystate’s shifting approach to ‘welfarist incorporation’ since 2012, which favoured
some cooperation with labour NGOs, reflected a broader desire to maintain social
control while also stabilising capitalist production. In accordance with this strategy,
the state made two main adjustments: relaxing registration regulations for specific
NGOs, and creating governmental sub-contracting services for these NGOs. In this
way, the government could incorporate selected labour NGOs into its own political
system with a social welfare orientation. At the same time, restrictions on social
organisation registration were tightened and some newly-released policies and
regulations continued to enhance the party-state’s control over and surveillance of
NGOs. One official document,
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implementation) which was approved by the CCP Central Committee Political
Bureau in 2015, requires all domestic social organisations to establish a CCP party
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organisation to better implement relevant party policies. More recently, the passage
of the Foreign NGO Management Law25 in April 2016 by the National People’s
Congress has further restricted the activities and funding raised by foreign NGOs.
The implementation of these laws and regulations signals that the state is exercising
maximum control over NGOs again, leading to a shrinking of the limited political
space available for activism by civil groups. In a general sense, with the advent to
power of Xi’s era, the authoritarian government becomes harder in controlling
social organisations, which makes it more difficult for the development of a robust
civil society.

4.4 NGO-intervened protests and their outcomes
Drawing on the comparative study of two Guangdong strike cases, this chapter
has presented evidence that a higher level of informal organisational structure,
together with sustained leadership in workers’ strike actions, is more likely to obtain
successful outcomes. The formation of a worker representative mechanism is crucial
for the final outcome of a labour protest. On the one hand, by electing
representatives, worker activists can achieve broad representation as well as a
legitimate identity to lead the strike. On the other hand, a clear distribution of labour
among chief representatives and the establishment of hierarchical networks in the
informal strike organisation, may further strengthen its capacity for sustained
leadership. From the two cases, we can deduce that workers wishing to build a
perfect representative mechanism by themselves should move the process forward,
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from a mere formality to a solid structure. Both the Scorpio and Libra workers
learned how to elect worker representatives and developed the skills of collective
negotiation. However, by comparing their operations in detail, we can see that a
more specific division of labour in the organisational structure allows worker
representatives to sustain an effective strike leadership. Even when confronting
challenges from the outside, such as local authorities and management, or from the
inside, such as betrayals and the containment of the chief leaders, worker
representatives can still handle these difficulties.
Apart from the workers’ own ability to build the informal organisational
structure for a strike, the role of labour NGOs is very important. As these two cases
show, two local labour NGOs were fully involved in the whole strike action process.
To a certain extent, the labour NGOs provided workers with strategies for electing
representatives and initiating collective bargaining. Yet, the different levels of
intervention may also have influenced the strike outcome. For example, in the
Scorpio case, although the labour NGO staff tried hard to gain the trust of worker
representatives, the workers still did not absolutely trust them to carry out the
strategy. By contrast, the Libra workers relied more on the labour NGO and
successfully implemented the strike strategy offered by NGO activists. Up to this
point, with the assistance of labour NGOs, migrant workers have not only achieved
their economic goals, but also strengthened their organisational capacity and
awareness of collective labour rights.
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Chapter 5 Workplace union-led protests and their outcomes
Existing literature (Chen 2003a; Howell 2003; A. Chan 1993) has demonstrated
that it is quite hard for migrant workers to seek effective support from formal labour
organisations, in particular the ACFTU, given its stranded position between labour
and the state . In previous chapters, I have showed that Chinese workers have made
great efforts to build informal organisational structures to strengthen their
associational power in the strikes, either through own capacity or with the assistance
of labour NGOs, which normally bypass the official trade union. The essential
problem, that workers lack representation in a workplace union, makes it difficult
to mobilise ordinary workers. Although it is tough, the possibility that a workplace
union can lead a strike mainly depends on whether union leaders can gain the trust
of ordinary workers, and whether competent worker leaders can come to be accepted
as legitimate workplace union committee members.
In this chapter, I intend to figure out to what extent migrant workers can initiate
a strike through a workplace trade union. In other words, how can workplace union
leaders become reliable enough to help migrant workers stage strike actions? To be
more specific, I will ask when and how formal labour organisations currently
facilitate or impede labour resistance in China at the present time. I will also ask
whether local governments will suppress or tolerate strikes organised by workplace
unions. A high-profile strike case will help to determine whether there is any space
for migrant workers to unionise through the workplace trade union channel, and
what the outcome is likely to be. I argue that, beyond the informal protest
organisational structures they build themselves, Chinese workers still attempt to
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make use of the workplace trade union as a legitimate way to organise strikes and
seek success. On the one hand, even though the official trade union is largely
controlled by the authoritarian government, which made it hard to achieve
independent organisation, union-led protests were originally legitimate. On the
other hand, its institutional identity as a part of the state apparatus means that the
official union may encounter less repression from local governments. I further
contend that, within the existing ACFTU system, worker leaders have tried to fully
enrol in the workplace trade union as a strategic strike tactic, to justify the legitimacy
of their strike actions. Although this method has not yet proven to be effective, as it
confronts challenges from the state authorities, it may still enhance the odds of
achieving success from the perspective of workers.

5.1 A brief review of Chinese trade unionism and organised labour
resistance
When dealing with labour resistance in an authoritarian regime, the major
obstacle preventing the effective organisation of strikes is formidable institutional
constraint. As is well known, the only legal labour organisation in China, the
ACFTU, is generally incapable of organising workers because it is constitutionally
bonded to the leadership of the CCP. Previous studies (Chen 2003a; Howell 2003)
show that its double identity as a state apparatus and labour organisation prevents
the ACFTU system from representing industrial workers. Anita Chan (1993) claims
that, in the communist one-party system, the state has already placed vertical
functional institutions under central control, forbidding workers to create their own
horizontal linkage freely. For this reason, the state institutional control of the
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ACFTU has fundamentally weakened its representation function. Chen (2003)
further examines the role of the ACTFU in labour disputes, where its main strategies
include representing workers merely in legal actions, mediating during collective
actions, and pre-empting any potential independent organisation, which precisely
sums up its ambiguous function in handling disputes. Constrained by its institutional
identity, the ACFTU manoeuvres between labour and the state, and inevitably
conform to the wishes of the central government. This institutional shackle means
that workers have not felt able to trust their official trade unions for a long time.
Taylor and Li (2007) suggest that this is mainly because union officials are typically
not elected but appointed, and usually incapable of acting on behalf of workers. In
response, the ACFTU has made several attempts at union reform in the past decade,
in an effort to change this situation.
Unionisation through a top-down approach has not yet reached a desirable
result. First of all, it takes a lot of effort to create workplace branch unions, yet the
configuration of such unions remains dubious. Taylor and Li (2007) point out that,
due to a quota system for branch unions, most newly formed unions in foreignsponsored enterprises are merely ‘paper unions’. The apparent fast growth of branch
unions and union membership does not ensure or enhance the real mobilisation of
workers. Second, direct union elections at the enterprise level are also unsatisfactory.
Pringle (2011) notes that the main problem with union elections continues to be an
overdependence on employers, who are normally unwilling to make fundamental
changes to the workplace union. Unions elected in this way are unlikely to improve
workers’ working condition or focus on increasing wages. The third way to improve
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the ACFTU’s representational role is to advance the workplace collective
bargaining mechanism, the so-called ‘collective wage negotiation’. Clarke, Lee and
Li (2004) claim that the official trade union is so integrated into the state institutional
consultation system that the mechanism for workplace collective bargaining lacks
the democratic participation of either workers or employers and is basically a
formality. Meanwhile, the state’s control of official trade unions is not the only
factor undermining the effectiveness of the collective negotiation process. Friedman
(2014) maintains that the involvement of both economic and political factors,
including patterns of capital mobility, levels of economic diversification, and the
existence of legitimate employer organisations, all determine the capacity of trade
unions in sectoral-level negotiation experiments.
As the ACFTU attempts to improve its representative function as a labour
organisation, migrant workers simultaneously become more aware of their right to
unionise and strike. Straight after the 2010 Foshan Honda Strike, which marked a
considerable advance in workers’ efforts to promote union activism, many strikes
began to demand democratic union elections and workplace collective bargaining.
Hui and Chan (2014) have found that, in this type of strike-driven union election,
political pressures from the continuous strike actions can compel the superior trade
union to make concessions in the democratic union election. They (C. K. Chan and
Hui 2014) have also examined an emerging type of collective bargaining forced by
the workers’ strikes, in which workers riot as a way of coercing employers to come
to the negotiation table. Despite limited effectiveness, workers’ strike actions have
created a bottom-up impetus in democratic union elections and collective bargaining
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that has indeed pushed the official trade union to make fundamental changes. These
union election practices have greatly enhanced the workers’ awareness of and ability
to achieve collective labour rights.
In sum, top-down official trade union reform initiatives have not met the needs
of workers, given their inability to solve the fundamental problem of valid worker
representation. Meanwhile, migrant workers’ growing desire for a democratic
workplace union has gradually become a forceful power, attacking this stubborn
institutional shackle. However, the tiny window of opportunity created by the
divergence between workplace and upper-level trade unions could make it possible
for workplace union-led protests to emerge as the result of a combination of topdown and bottom-up factors.

5.2 Union-led protests: led by the workplace trade union through
(re-)election
As far as the actual situation is concerned, few workplace union-led protests
have taken place. However, they do sometimes occur, given the right circumstances.
In this section, I will discuss a high-profile strike at the Gemini factory and its
outcome, as an example of a workplace union-led protest. Among numerous strikes
that have taken place in the Pearl River Delta region, resistance to factory
transformation, relocation and closure now happens more frequently than in
previous decades. The Gemini factory strike broke out in the midst of a factory
transformation, and the workers sustained their strike actions for nearly two months.
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The Gemini strike was unique and remarkable because its workplace union was fully
involved in the whole strike process.

5.2.1 The development of the Gemini factory strike
The Gemini factory, established in 1989, was a medium-sized private shoe
enterprise, employing about 700 frontline workers and office staff. The factory
originally processed raw materials for famous shoe brands, including Clarks and
M&S. The company planned to replace this factory with a Hong Kong enterprise,
in accordance with its provincial in-situ non-stop production transition program.
After the Spring Festival in 2014, the factory began to encounter financial
difficulties, which led wage and social insurance arrears for workers. In the
meantime, it was facing a distinct decline in overseas orders was severely in debt to
suppliers. When the workers learned that the factory was scheduled to transform
into another enterprise, they became worried about losing their jobs. As soon as the
factory transformation plan was announced, Gemini workers immediately began to
strike, demanding a reasonable settlement for their future jobs.
For nearly two months, from 26 May to mid-July 2014, the Gemini workers
were on strike. They petitioned the town labour station, as well as local trade unions,
without receiving an effective response. During this process, the Gemini factory
workplace union took responsibility for leading workers in the strike. The
workplace union committee elected a new vice chairman and four new committee
members to enhance the union’s capacity to handle this crisis. They asked a labour
law firm to represent them in the dispute as their legal adviser. They also sent a
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formal invitation to the factory management to participate in collective bargaining
to resolve the issue. The workplace union committee members worked hard to
persuade all of the striking workers to go back to work on 4 June. However, the
factory management did not show any willingness to resolve the dispute peacefully,
and even taunted the workers with abusive words and an unsympathetic attitude.
Most workers felt insulted and furious; the whole factory went on strike again the
next day. The factory responded by releasing a list of workers who would be fired
for their involvement in the strike action. The workplace union committee objected
to the list and sent a formal rejection letter to the factory management. After several
rounds of negotiation, the management refused to back down, despite the objections
of the workplace trade union. When one woman who had been fired committed
suicide in the middle of July, the factory management stopped firing workers. This
death raised the awareness of society at large and attracted strong interference from
local government. However, the two sides still failed to reach an agreement on
resolving the dispute. The Gemini strike ended without achieving a satisfactory
solution, and all of the fired workers instituted legal proceedings through the local
labour-dispute arbitration tribunal, hoping for a reasonable response.

5.2.2 The re-election of the union executive committee in an emergency
The main characteristic of a union-led protest is that it is organised and led by
the workplace trade union, rather than any other type of informal labour organisation.
The most significant feature of the Gemini strike, distinguishing it from previous
strike actions, is that its worker leaders did not bypass the workplace trade union to
organise strike actions actively enrolled in the workplace union committee. During
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the strike, the worker leaders proposed to elect new members to the union committee.
Unlike previous strikes (P. P. Leung 2015; Li 2016; C. K. Chan and Hui 2012; Lee
2007), the Gemini worker leaders did not act alone or rely on a labour NGO; instead,
they attempted to use the workplace trade union to facilitate their resistance. No
grassroots labour NGOs were involved in organising the Gemini strike actions. As
a result, these strikes were less likely to be suppressed by the local government.
Before the launch of the factory transformation scheme, the original union
executive committee consisted of only seven members, including the union
chairman, Mr Len. In order to cope with the crisis, the Gemini workplace union
decided to hold an emergency union committee meeting to expand the executive
committee and enhance the capacity of the workplace union leadership to deal with
the strike. Considering how difficult it was to hold a whole factory meeting at that
moment of crisis, after a short discussion, the union executive committee decided to
simplify the election procedures, which included three parts: first, the nomination
of candidates; second, voting; and third, final approval by the workplace union
executive committee, all the worker representatives, and the superior union. Before
the meeting, the union committee members asked each department to nominate
several worker representatives. They invited these nominated representatives to
attend the meeting, in order to facilitate their resolution of the dispute.
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Trade union chair + vice chair*
Candidate:
Worker representatives (24)

Nomination
Trade union executive committee members*
(712)

Nomination
Trade union branch
committees (6 departments)

Election
Trade union members’ representatives
(fewer than one hundred)

Step Two: Election

Step One: Nomination

Figure 3 The election procedures of Gemini workplace union committee (by the author)

The meeting was held in the factory meeting room on 27 May, with 24 worker
representatives and 7 existing committee members. Other ordinary workers stood
outside the meeting room and witnessed the whole election process. Candidates
were nominated by each department with a quota determined by the total number
workers in that department. The nominated candidates were first approved by
workplace union committee, and then voted on. All worker representatives and
union committee members had the right to vote for five new union committee
members, following the rules of a single-candidate election. As a result of the vote,
five worker representatives were re-elected as new union executive committee
members; they came from the departments of sewing, soles, and packing
respectively. This meeting also nominated Mr Max as the vice chairman; he was a
junior manager (line leader) in the Gemini factory sewing department.
From the perspective of the workplace trade union and worker representatives,
the new union executive committee members had been elected following legal
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procedures based on voluntary, democratic principles; for this reason, they held a
legitimate identity as formal union committee members. After the election, the
union executive committee collected signatures from both union committee
members and worker representatives to prove its effectiveness; this constituted
official approval for the workplace union’s decision to carry out an emergency
election. As soon as the election results were announced in the factory, the
workplace union executive committee informed the superior street union about its
election process and its results, as a final step to confirm its legitimacy.
Unlike a regular union election, in which much time passes between nomination
and voting, and upper-level union approval is required for each step, the emergency
union executive committee election at the Gemini factory was completed quickly,
in response to a strike. For this reason, the executive committee had to skip several
time-consuming steps that would have been part of a regular union election. While
waiting for its final approval from the superior union, the workplace union executive
committee became a pivotal power centre, leading workers in the strike actions that
followed. In place of the union chair, Mr Len, who was always conciliatory, gentle
and pleasant to everybody, the vice chair, Mr Max, quickly became the core leader
of the union executive committee; he was more decisive when making important
decisions and more capable of handling the crisis. The emergency election thus
became a turning point for the whole strike action.
I regarded Mr Max as the core leader of the Gemini workplace union committee.
Before the strike broke out, he had already demonstrated an ability to coordinate
and communicate. He had worked in the Gemini factory for more than ten years, as
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a line leader in the department of sewing, and had a good reputation among his
fellow workers. When the workers were about to strike, he decided that they should
rely on the workplace trade union to win this battle. Mr Max explained to me that
he had been a union member for years and was familiar with the function of a
workplace trade union. When I asked him about the workplace union in his factory,
he remarked that,
‘Well, how to say… Actually, I don’t know how he (referring to the union
chairman Len) became the chairman. I am a union member for many years and we
haven’t elected anyone before (chuckle). Maybe he is appointed by the
management. … Because of this crisis (referring to the factory transformation
scheme), the factory planned to fire workers during this transformation scheme for
some reason, I guess. But if we, the grassroots union, can confront them, some
illegal and unreasonable excuses can be resisted for a while. And our workers can
step forward a little’.26
Mr Max strongly believed in the trade union and considered it the only legal
way for workers to put forward their demands, while protecting themselves from
illegal treatment. He further asserted that,
‘Because I know that, to a factory, the trade union is one tier of government as
a labour organisation. And it has superiors, higher authorities one after another, right?
At least, it can report or give feedback to the superior level of government on the
workers’ demands. Then, the government will pay enough attention to this problem.
This is also a legal channel for ordinary workers to reflect their claims to the above
(authorities). Well, from the other side, if it is the union members who deal with the
dispute with the factory management, not an individual worker, then they (referring
to the factory management) might also be more polite or nicer to you. This would
be much favourable for us to solve the dispute with the factory’.27
As showed in some earlier studies (Pringle 2011; Howell 2008; A. Chan 2009),
most of the workplace union elections are oriented either by the higher-level trade
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unions from top to down, or by the transnational corporation codes, which are
usually lack of the participation by workers. While other scholars (Hui and Chan
2014) examine the recent strike-driven union elections that are motivated by
workers’ strikes, which have just quite limited space for workers’ activism
embedded into the institutional system, for the fact that the party-state and higherlevel unions are the rule setters in this election game. However, the case of Gemini
union election is slightly different from those strike-driven union election cases, as
in this process, the worker leaders and activists have seized the opportunity to enrol
in the workplace union and voice on behalf of the workers. On the one hand,
ordinary workers trusted the core leader, Mr Max, especially in following his words
and decisions to put forward the strike actions; on the other hand, Mr Max and
several worker activists had also been entrusted with important post in the
workplace union executive committee, for their good performance in handling the
crisis. From the result of the Gemini workplace union re-election, it should say that
it was a breakthrough for worker leaders to enrol in the workplace trade union and
to win the important position in the workplace union committee.

5.2.3 The organisational strategy of Gemini workplace union
After the election of the new union committee members, the workplace union
started to represent workers to negotiate with the factory. To recommend and elect
worker negotiating representatives preparing for the following collective bargaining
was the first thing that the workplace union executive committee got down to do.
The workplace union required each department to elect two representatives, who
were good at expression and communication. At the meantime, the workplace union
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tried to invite the Leo law firm as their legal adviser to provide professional legal
assistance for them. The Leo law firm was famous at the labour dispute cases. With
the suggestions from the legal adviser, the workplace union then promptly collected
workers’ main demands and drafted an invitation letter of collective bargaining to
the factory. The second thing carried out by the workplace union was to set up a
platform for both of the factory and workers to solve the dispute on the negotiation
table. During the workplace union executive meeting, the committee decided to
persuade the striking workers to go back to work on 4 June first. The vice chair, Mr
Max explained that,
‘We (referring to the union executive committee) try to persuade the workers
go back to work first. The resumption of work on 4 June is our strategy to test the
attitude of the factory management and to see whether the management would make
any concessions to us. If they do not make any concessions, then we will continue
to strike again’.28
Most of the worker representatives were hoping to solve the dispute as early as
possible, so they accepted the suggestion of returning to work. They also wanted to
see whether the factory would promise to give them a reasonable settlement during
the transformation scheme. On the morning of 4 June, all of the workers went back
to their production lines.
However, without acknowledging the efforts made by the workplace trade
union, the factory management failed to respect this action and continued to
infuriate the workers by installing surveillance cameras on the production lines.
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After suffering surveillance for a whole day, one of the worker representatives
complained:
‘The manager asks his henchman to shoot every one of us by using a video
camera every half-hour and they also intend to irritate us by making abusive remarks!
We are all angry about their behaviour. They do not respect us at all!’29
Other workers expressed the same discontent with the inhumane treatment they
received from management on the day they returned to work. Most of them felt
disappointed with the management’s attitude. The vice union chairman, Mr Max
added that,
‘On the day of returning to work, the management assigned a lot of his men to
video the working process of each frontline worker at almost every moment. Like
Mr Pu, who is the general foreman, he puts the camera directly onto a worker’s body
or face, and follows every step of the worker. He then asks the worker some
questions in a distrustful way, such as how many pieces do you normally produce
in one day, or in one hour. You can image that, if I sit here and work, and you sit in
front of me and film me all the time. How can I work as usual? And how can I finish
the task as before? Some workers haven’t been through such things, and they will
feel very uncomfortable about this (behaviour), right?’30
After one day back at work being verbally insulted and physically monitored,
the Gemini workers could not bear their offensive management anymore and went
back on strike on 5 June. In response to the second Gemini workers’ strike, the
management sent a list of names to the workplace union, proposing to fire 65
workers’ accused of attending the strike. The union executive committee
immediately held an internal meeting with the worker representatives to discuss
their next step. They promptly decided to firmly reject the list of names and to fight
back against the factory management. The union committee drafted a formal
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statement of disapproval, objecting strongly to the management’s decision to fire
workers because of a work stoppage. Meanwhile, the union committee sent another
invitation to take part in collective bargaining to the management, reiterating the
importance for both sides of resolving disputes at the negotiation table. This time,
the workplace union executive committee also sent their official negotiating
invitation to the district level federation of the trade union and the city level union.
Seeking help from the upper level trade union was the workplace union’s third step.
Both of the superior union cadres supported this way of solving the problem and
promised to positively intervene in the unfair dismissal of striking workers.
The workplace union’s rejection of the fired workers list had an immediate
impact. Under pressure from the workplace trade union, the factory was compelled
to reduce the original number of fired workers from sixty-five to forty-one on a
second list, published on 9 June. The executive members of the workplace union
began to gain confidence as they saw that fighting back firmly could be effective.
The workplace union’s timely reaction to stop the factory from firing also
encouraged the worker representatives and other ordinary workers, who became
more energetic in subsequent actions.
On the afternoon of 10 June, the vice chair of the Gemini workplace union and
the union’s legal advisers met with the factory general manager officially for the
first time in a coordinating meeting to discuss pre-conditions for initiating collective
bargaining between the two sides and relevant government officials. The vice chair,
Mr Max, clearly put forward two pre-conditions: the factory must withdraw its
decision to dismiss striking workers; and the factory must directly respond to the
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collective bargaining invitation, providing details of the time, location, and
arrangement of participants. The local government officials approved of the request
to not fire workers. Responding to this requirement, the general manager indicated
that it was not his decision to fire workers, but that of the factory executive board
of directors. He therefore needed to ask for the board’s permission and inform the
workplace union committee later.
On the same day, the Gemini workplace union committee visited the district
level trade union to seek help in resolving the labour dispute. The district union
chair, Mr YQX, was responsible for this reception as an official petitioner. The vice
chair, Mr Max, as the representative of the Gemini workplace union executive
committee, expressed the committee’s concerns about the bad management
situation at the Gemini factory. They hoped that the superior trade union and local
government would help to set the stage for collective bargaining between the factory
and striking workers. The district union chair responded positively to the Gemini
workplace union. Mr YQX told them that the district government attached great
importance to peacefully solving the Gemini workers’ strike, and that the matter
could be settled at the negotiating table for both sides. With the support of the upper
level union, the Gemini workplace union committee felt much more optimistic
about achieving a favourable result from the strike.
To some extent, pressure from both the workplace trade union and local
government stopped the factory management from firing more striking workers.
Within the first week of the strike, the workplace trade union became actively
involved in coordinating with the factory management and superior trade union; at
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this point, it seemed effective. Then they reached deadlock. Between 12 and 18 June,
the factory management sent its list of workers to be fired to the workplace union
committee almost three times, and the committee responded with strong disapproval
each time. In return, the workplace union committee successively sent out three
formal collective negotiation invitations, attempting to officially invite the senior
managers and board of directors to the negotiating table. However, the factory
managers still planned to fire striking workers, in opposition to the views of the
workplace trade union.
In a general sense, during the first two weeks of the strike, the Gemini
workplace trade union effectively led the workers in solving the dispute, especially
after the election of new union executive committee members. Some of the worker
representatives trusted the workplace union during this strike:
‘After the election of the new workplace union committee, Mr Max had been
nominated as vice chair. We (referring to himself and the vice chair) had been
working together for many years and he was a good person as our line leader. After
he became the vice chair of the workplace union, he held several meetings for us,
with the union committee members together. We trusted him a lot, and thought that
he might be capable of leading us to seek a favourable result of our strike this
time. … Before this crisis, actually we didn’t know much about the workplace trade
union. However, after we saw what the workplace union had done for us workers,
we began to change our mind of the workplace union. In particular, the workplace
union can fight back straight to the management on the fired workers’ name list,
right?’31
The performance of the Gemini workplace trade union after the new election
did not reflect its image as an organisation with a double identity. Scholars (Chen
2003a; A. Chan 1993) have identified the role of trade union in dealing with labour
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disputes as ‘mediation’, rather than representing the working class. Although, in
most of the strike cases, the official trade union at the national, provincial, and
municipal level is absorbed into the state apparatus and follows the instructions of
the party leadership or government, at enterprise level, the trade union can break
through this stereotype under certain conditions. In the Gemini case, when the
factory transformation crisis began, worker leaders and several worker activists
were successfully added to the union executive committee to implement their strike
strategy on behalf of the workers. This kind of workplace union could attract
ordinary workers. However, whether, having incorporated capable worker activists,
the workplace union could survive or be sustained for the longer term, is yet to be
verified; such unions could still encounter barriers set by the state authorities.

5.2.4 The circumvention of NGO intervention
At no point during the Gemini strike was a local labour NGO fully involved in
the workers’ strike actions. Compared to many other recent cases, where labour
NGOs and other civil society groups have been heavily involved, the Gemini strike
relied on the organisational strategy proposed by its workplace union. Some existing
studies (C. K. Chan and Hui 2012; Li 2016) suggest that more civil society
interventions, especially in direct support of striking workers, could lead to a more
pragmatic organisational strategy for strikers, as well as wider media exposure,
raising awareness of the strike throughout society. Pressure from public opinion,
especially when quickly disseminated online, may have a significant impact on the
government. However, not all external support from civil society groups is helpful
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to the labour resistance in China. Given the political sensitivities, strikes that involve
grassroots labour NGOs are frequently suppressed by the state, risking their survival.
Admittedly, from the perspective of migrant workers, the support of labour
NGOs, either in the form of pragmatic strike strategies, or external support from
overseas, can be double-edged in its influence on the strike outcome. On the one
hand, by providing professional negotiation training and useful strike tactics, labour
NGOs can enhance workers’ own ability to organise a resistance effort and achieve
a desirable result. On the other hand, the local government unanticipated reactions
to civil society activism may increase the odds of repression, which can lead to the
failure of strike actions. As one of the Gemini worker activists pointed out32, the
involvement of labour NGOs could increase their risk of being suppressed either by
the factory management or by the local government, while the workplace trade
union might to a large extent, protect their legal rights through the approved
channels; this seemed to them a more sensible approach. For this reason, without
the involvement of any labour NGO, the Gemini case excludes the influence of
extra-civil society activism when examining the government’s response to a unionled strike action. It provides another example of how a workplace union can
organises strike action under the authoritarian state, and how the local authorities
react to this kind of labour organisational process.
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5.3 The state response to union-led strikes
Existing research (Cai 2010; Piven and Cloward 1979) on the government’s
responses to popular resistance have revealed four modes of reaction: tolerance,
repression, concession, and a combination of concession and repression. As
discussed before, in non-democratic settings, the state’s response to a protest will
largely influence its outcome. In this study, I divide the state’s reaction into two
parts to analyse the union-led protest: first, the reaction from the superior trade
unions, ranging from street level to municipal level unions, and second, the reaction
from local government response, particularly at street level, which interacts directly
with the labour resistance. I will examine the rationale behind the state’s response
to strikes led by a workplace trade union and explore how it affects the outcome of
such strikes in China at the present time.

5.3.1 The superior union’s reaction
The emergency election of new Gemini workplace trade union marked a
watershed, changing the Gemini workers’ organisational strategy in this strike. The
superior union was inclined to approve the emergency union executive committee
election at the beginning of the strike, as the workplace union had seemed capable
of handling the situation. However, after nearly one month, the Gemini strike had
not been resolved peacefully and the workers were still on strike. The superior union
lost sympathy and declined to approval the newly elected committee members,
taking off the positions of vice chair and four executive committee members. This
section first details how the superior union reacted to the Gemini strike by using a
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bifurcated strategy in approving newly elected committee members; it then
discusses how this bifurcated reaction influenced the strike outcome.
5.3.1.1 The changing attitude of the superior union
At the beginning of the Gemini strike, the official trade union at both street and
district level supported the workplace union’s efforts to actively resolve the dispute.
However, when the Gemini workers were still on strike after nearly one month,
without reaching any possible solution, the superior union began to lose confidence
in the Gemini workplace union committee, considering them incompetent in their
handling of the incident.
On the afternoon of 17 June, the vice chair of workplace union, Mr Max, was
on the formal list of workers to be fired by the factory management. He then
received a phone call from street trade union, who told him that the election of new
union committee members was illegal. The street union emphasised that the election
of five new workplace union executive committee members had not followed
regular procedures; for this reason, the new committee members should not take
part in any more workplace union executive meetings. The superior trade union’s
changing attitude put the Gemini workplace union into an embarrassing position; it
also drove the vice chair and newly elected committee members crazy. The vice
chair said, with dismay, that,
‘We were having a union executive meeting on the afternoon of 18 June to
discuss how to respond to the fired workers’ names list sent by the management that
morning. The precipitate phone call from street trade union disrupted our discussion
abruptly. They told me that we were not legally elected union executive committee
members. So they did not acknowledge my identity as vice chair and said I should
not be working in the union executive committee any longer. You knew it was us
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(referring to himself and the other new committee members) who were actually
doing all the work these last two weeks’.33
Mr Max felt very confused about the street trade union’s changing attitude. He
decided to go to the municipal level of the trade union to make further inquiries.
The head of the legal department of the municipal federation of trade unions,
Minister Li, met him two days later. Minister Li told him that, if the workplace union
needed to elect new executive committee members, it should send a report on these
candidates to the upper level union first. After the upper level union confirmed the
qualifications of all of the candidates, then the workplace union could hold an
election. The election result should then be communicated to the upper level union
for further approval. In the case of the Gemini election, no candidate report was sent;
for this reason, the election did not conform to normal election procedures. Mr Max
explained that the situation had been an emergency, so the Gemini workplace union
had decided to skip the report stage. The first priority for the workplace union
committee was to elect several competent members and allow them to start work, in
order to control the crisis. Taking into account this special situation, Minister Li told
Mr Max that he and the other committee members should be commended for
showing responsibility and ability in handling the case; nevertheless, the formal
election procedures should also be completed. He suggested that the workplace
union committee should resolve the dispute as its first priority, and complete the
relevant formalities later.
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For the superior trade union, the emergence of a competent person in the
workplace trade union who can represent workers in negotiations, can be an
advantage, enabling them to control the situation. In the Gemini strike case,
although Mr Max’s legal authority as vice chair of the workplace union had not been
approved, Minister Li still appreciated his dedication and personal leadership in
managing the strike. However, when a workplace union committee leader performs
noticeably well, the superior union might start to worry that his personal leadership
could attract more followers, ultimately making it harder to persuade the striking
workers to disperse. In addition, if the strike continued for a much longer time, with
the striking workers continuing to create a disturbance, the situation could gradually
move beyond the control of the superior union. For these reasons, upper-level trade
unions might modify their support for the workplace union over the course of
successive actions.
I regard the changing attitude of the superior union as a kind of bifurcated
strategy, especially when dealing with the long-duration strike actions. First, the
superior trade union’s bifurcated strategy is mainly based on the rationale of
maintaining stability, rather than safeguarding legal rights for workers. In many
strike cases, the bifurcated approach of the superior union aims to eliminate the
possibility of any large-scale organised labour disturbance lasting a long time. The
common method is to persuade workers to disperse, or to pre-empt any potential
collective actions. In the case of Gemini, the strike had lasted for nearly a month,
with workers continuing to petition the local government and demonstrate in the
industrial community; this more or less pushed the superior union to its tolerance
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limit. Secondly, as the sole legal labour organisation in China, the trade union has
de jure power to organise striking workers; however, the right to organise should
have been entirely under the control of the superior union. When a workplace union
committee member is an extraordinarily prominent worker who encourages his
colleagues to strike and initiates collective actions, such as demonstrations, petitions,
and sit-ins, the superior trade union may fear that it is losing its own capacity to
control the workers. Given such considerations, the superior union would definitely
overthrow any strong leadership inside the workplace union committee. Therefore,
its final method is to destroy the core leadership of the workplace trade union.
According to Chen (2015:11), ‘rather than representing workers, trade unions are
virtually responsible for preventing and defusing worker actions as well as being
instrumental in thwarting workers’ demand for the right to organise’. The ACFTU’s
status within the state apparatus makes it serve (awkwardly) as a dispute mediator
or legal service adviser, rather than defending the collective rights of workers. It is
therefore not surprising that worker leaders who try to organise a collective
resistance movement to articulate their grievances inevitably confront strong
institutional constraints from the local authorities. Although in some cases, like the
Gemini strike, workers may attempt to organise protests within the framework of
the workplace trade union, superior unions are still hypersensitive about such
organisational practices. Their concerns about socio-political instability and threats
to the legitimacy of the authoritarian regime can significantly taint the superior
union’s attitude toward workers’ collective actions.
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5.3.1.2 The superior union’s bifurcated strategy and the outcome of union-led
strikes
After the vice chair and four newly elected union committee members were
dismissed on 18 June, the Gemini workplace union became the puppet of the
superior union. From 20 June onwards, the local union forced the workplace union
committee to tell all of the striking workers to go back to work without conditions,
which immediately provoked anger against the workplace union. One of the worker
representatives rebuked the workplace union chair, as follows:
‘They (referring to the workplace union chair and other committee members)
asked us to return to work without any preconditions yesterday afternoon, after they
had a meeting with the management. It had lasted for four weeks already and we
had not received any response from the management, but the unconditional
resumption of work. We would not go back (to work)! Even if we go back to work,
we are still uncertain about whether the management will give us any solutions or
whether they would like to have collective bargaining with us’.34
On the afternoon of 24 June, the factory management provisionally announced
that it would begin negotiations with worker representatives, bypassing the
workplace union. At the same time, the former vice union chair, Mr Max, and
another worker representative were taken into administrative detention by the local
police. Lack the leadership of their core worker leader, and having lost faith in the
workplace union, the other worker representatives asked for help from their legal
adviser at the Leo law firm. In response to the temporary negotiations, the worker
representatives took a firm stance with the management, demanding that the two
worker representatives to be released and the list of workers to be fired be withdrawn;
without these concessions, they could not promise to return to work. No agreement
34

Interview, Ben-SZ, 20 June 2014.
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was reached on any preconditions. The detention of the former vice union chair and
another worker activist damaged the effectiveness of the strike; other workers began
to worry that they might also be arrested. Thus the Gemini workers’ strike began to
fail, soon after it lost the backing of the workplace union.
The superior union’s changing attitude to the Gemini workplace union had a
significant impact on the workers’ original strike strategy, enabling them to become
passive during later moves. For the workers, relying on the workplace trade union
to safeguard their legal rights represented an authorised way to organise and
mobilise more strikers. By participating in the workplace union committee, worker
leaders could legitimately mobilise more workers, rather than relying on
spontaneous resistance. However, worker leaders could only attain this legitimate
identity with the support of the superior union. The state corporatism of the official
trade union in China has shaped the superior union’s way of dealing with labour
disputes, which is basically to pre-empt and defuse collective labour actions. In the
presence of a strong authoritarian party-state, the existing trade union system
become part of the state apparatus, which prevents and pre-empts any independent
unionism. Meanwhile, the state encourages the protection of individual labour rights
by letting the trade union provide legal services, while the legalisation of collective
labour rights has largely been impeded. The efforts made by the Gemini worker
leaders tested the boundaries of the superior union’s tolerance for organisational
strategies developed by workplace unions. The workers attempted to organise
themselves as a union-led protest movement, which appeared to fit within the
framework of the official union system. However, the superior union retained
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complete control over their legitimacy and ability to act. It seems to be the case that,
when workers’ collective actions go beyond what the superior union can approve, it
immediately undermines the legitimacy of the workplace union committee.
However, when a workplace union can resolve an intense dispute efficiently, the
superior union may be willing to let them do it.
The limited space available to workers striving for legitimate resistance reflects
the division between the workplace union and its superior unions. Thus, two factors
can be crucial in influencing the strike outcome: first, whether the worker leaders
are capable of handling the strike through the channel of workplace union; and
second, to what extent, the superior union can tolerate a ‘naughty’ workplace union.
In the Gemini case, worker leaders successfully joined the workplace union
committee; this worked well at the beginning of the strike. The newly elected union
vice chair was praised for his leadership by the superior union and won the respect
of the striking workers. However, the dispute dragged on and the workplace union
eventually fell out with the superior union, which later dismissed the new committee
members. The bifurcated strategy of the superior union ultimately prevented the
workplace union from leading the workers toward success. This case proves that the
superior union can tolerate a ‘naughty’ workplace union for a certain time, but will
eventually take control. In short, migrant workers in China still have some
opportunities to organise protests through their workplace unions, but are likely to
face formidable institutional obstacles sooner or later.
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5.3.2 The local government’s response
In China, the central government has enacted a series of labour laws and
regulations that purport to protect workers’ individual legal rights. Yet, the
legalisation of collective labour rights has not been added to the agenda; as a
contested issue, it is left up to local authorities to handle collective labour disputes.
Earlier studies (Cai 2010) have suggested that, in non-democratic regimes, the
government normally responds to popular resistances based on how they perceive
the cost of making concessions versus suppression. Compared to the central
government, the local government is more concerned with maintaining social
stability, which means that the peaceful implementation of policies has a higher
priority than other concerns. To maintain social stability, the local government will
adopt repressive tactics, especially when handling large-scale labour resistance.
Preferred common methods include deploying the police force to the site of a strike
or labour disturbance. There is always a risk that ineffective repressive measures
may lead to one of two possible outcomes: the loss of regime legitimacy or the
escalation of resistance from the bottom-up. Forceful repression may also lead to
serious casualties that could damage state legitimacy and invite the intervention of
the central government. When this happens, local officials risk being disciplined for
their dereliction of duty. The second concern is that an escalation of resistance could
represent a failure to maintain stability in society. When there are casualties, the
local government tends to adopt a concessive strategy to pacify both furious workers
and the public. In this section, I will first discuss the local government’s moderate
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reaction to the Gemini workers’ strike; then I will examine how local governments
adjust their strategies in response to casualties.
5.3.2.1 The local government’s moderate reaction to a union-led strike
At the beginning of the Gemini strike, the local government did not harshly
suppress the workers’ collective actions (when the Gemini workers petitioned the
government for the first time). The local police were temperate and non-violent. As
the workplace union vice chair, Mr Max, recalled:
‘On the first day of the strike, some of the striking workers found that the boss
did not show up to respond to our inquiry, and they decided to go to the government
(street level). I followed them on the way to the local government. About 100
auxiliary police accompanied us. Then we asked the police at the gate of the
government building whether we could stay there waiting for an answer to our
dispute. The police told us that, as long as we did not block the public traffic, we
could stay there without penalty. After that, we did the alleged confession record as
a regular routine at the police station. The police on duty did not try to upset us,
telling us only that, according to public security administration regulations, we
should not block the road, or smash public goods, or beat people. And they
supported us on safeguarding our legal rights. We felt very comfortable after hearing
these words. I thought what the local police did was good for us, and I really
appreciated what they had done’.35
Even in the successive workers’ collective actions, the local government also
refrained from deploying large-scale protest policing, or arresting more workers as
a deterrent, to diffuse the Gemini workers’ protests. To explain the government’s
reaction to labour resistance, generally speaking, there are three main considerations
that the government must take into account: the first one is whether the workers’
demands are political or economic; the second is whether the mobilisation of
workers is well-organised or intentional; and the third is whether there is any support

35

Interview, Max-SZ, 20 June 2014.
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from overseas. The local officials need to figure out the main purpose of the
collective action, the main organisers, and the political background of the resisters.
From this perspective, the local government’s initially moderate reaction to the
Gemini strike makes sense. First, the workers were asking for a proper settlement
in response to a factory relocation scheme, which sounded reasonable and feasible.
Unlike the SOE workers’ resistance, which relied on local government financial
subsidies to meet worker demands, the Gemini strikers were not asking local
government for any economic support. Secondly, the Gemini workers were
organised by the workplace trade union from the start, and therefore seemed much
easier to control than other wildcat strikes. For the local government, the uncertainty
caused by spontaneous and self-organised resistance is more difficult to handle, and
thus more likely to trigger indiscriminate suppression. The third aspect (an overseas
connection) relates mainly to grassroots labour NGOs. Many strike cases that
involve civil groups are seen as reactionary or intentional. The local government
can use existing laws and regulations to punish the organisers for collaborating with
foreign reactionary forces. However, the Gemini strike was carried without any
grassroots labour NGO involvement or training for workers, reducing the likelihood
of harsh repression. The local government did not treat this strike as a politically
sensitive incident and was thus able to adopt a conciliatory attitude. Although the
local police did detain two worker activists for several days, they did not resort to
large-scale arrests to deter the workers.
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5.3.2.2 The unexpected suicide of a worker and its impact on the strike outcome
Between late June and mid-July, the Gemini strike hit a deadlock. The
management did not want to resolve the dispute through collective bargaining,
preferring to fire the striking workers, one after another. The strikers felt deflated
and frustrated. They had no effective way of forcing the management to negotiate
or to stop firing workers. Meanwhile, the local government was stuck in the middle.
One the one side, government officials were trying to persuade the striking workers
to return to work, concerned about the potential unemployment of nearly one
hundred workers. At the same time, the local government attempted to compel the
factory management to stop firing workers. One woman’s suicide broke this logjam.
On the morning of 17 July, one of the fired female workers, Mrs Chou,
committed suicide by jumping out of the window of the factory building. This
unexpected casualty immediately roused public concern, especially among labour
activist groups. Many labour scholars and activists commemorated the date of
Chou’s death as Labour Black Friday (Laogong Shounanri), and voluntarily held
memorial activities both online and off-line to grieve for this tragedy. The local
government employed a contingency plan, appeasing the bereaved family while
continuing to pressure the factory to resolve the workers’ disputes as soon as
possible. The factory management finally relented and stopped firing workers after
this casualty. It seemed as if the unexpected casualty had effectively made the
management concede; this was followed by a swift end to the Gemini strike.
In general, a casualty can generate unexpected pressures on both the
government and the management. For local government, the combination of
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casualties and intensive media exposure can constitute a significant threat to the
legitimacy of the regime, potentially giving rise to violent consequences or an
escalating resistance movement. Hence, local officials are scrupulous about redress
people’s grievances once there have been casualties. In the Gemini strike case, the
local government acted with much more restraint toward the striking workers, even
taking their side during the final resolution of the strike. The management of the
Gemini factory had been tough and unwilling to compromise before the worker
suicide; this casualty shone a bright light on the illegal dismissal of striking workers
and ultimately helped to resolve the strike. In such cases, the pressure of public
opinion in response to a tragic casualty often creates an important turning point,
leading to the final solution of the dispute.

5.4 Union-led protests and their outcomes
In the Gemini strike case, worker leaders were successfully elected to the
workplace union committee and led the other workers to strike through authorised
channels. This worked as long as the superior union was willing to lend support; the
strikers successfully fought against the management for several rounds. Yet, the
superior union withdrew its support for the strikers, questioning the legitimacy of
the newly elected union committee members. The bifurcated strategy used by the
superior union reflected its dual purpose: to maintain social stability and pre-empt
potentially disruptive collective actions. However, there does seem to be a limited
space for workplace unions to act on behalf of workers. This space reflects the
division between the workplace union and its superior unions. Migrant workers have
demonstrated a capacity to organise strikes on their own, but they lack authorisation
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or official recognition. Attempting to organise strikes through their workplace
unions could be a practical way for migrant workers to acquire some legitimacy as
labour organisers.
Union-led strikes are less frequently suppressed by the government than other
types of protest. As can be seen in the Gemini case, the local officials adopted a
relatively moderate reaction to the strikers, refraining from violently suppressing or
deploying riot police to subdue the protesting workers. The local government is very
concerned to prevent intentional confrontations. When workers have been organised
by unidentified organisations or individuals or received support from overseas, local
officials tend to be more alarmed. In the case of Gemini strike, the workplace union
led the workers, without any involvement from grassroots labour NGOs; this factor
largely dispelled the government’s concerns, making a harsh response unnecessary.
Another area that worries local governments related to the resisters’ demands:
whether they are political or directly target the government. Economic disputes are
more likely to be tolerated by the government than political ones. Furthermore,
when serious casualties occur, the local officials unlikely to use repressive measures
against the protesters; their focus shifts toward appeasing the discontented workers
as well as the public. A casualty that attracts media attention may generate public
concern about the incident and thus facilitate a final solution. As in the Gemini case,
the suicide of one fired worker forced the obstinate factory management to concede
at last and finally compelled them to resolve the dispute.
Beyond the immediate outcome of obtaining economic compensation through
the union-led protest, some other long-term consequences should also be noted. First,
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through effectively participating in the workplace union, both the worker leaders
and ordinary workers raised their awareness of collective labour rights. Although
the right to unionise has not yet been authorised in China, workers can still
participate in unionisation. During interviews with ordinary workers at the Gemini
factory, several told me that their attitude toward the workplace union had changed,
from initial distrust to a willingness to adopt the workplace union’s strike strategy,
which enhanced their capacity to organise protests36. Secondly, although it is still
rare to observe a protest led by the official trade union, more opportunities unionled protests could arise, given the division between workplace and upper-level trade
unions. For example, the Gemini case demonstrated that worker leaders could be
successfully elected to their workplace union committee to lead strike actions;
another 2014 union-led protest, which occurred in a Hunan Walmart store37, showed
that when the store’s union representatives experienced the same predicament as
other workers, the union was able to organise workers to defend common rights and
interests. Last but not least, the experiences of these limited union-led protests may
stimulate a new approach to union activism in China, as an alternative to relying on
grassroots labour NGOs and other civil groups to strengthen workers’ informal
associational power.
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Group interview with seven Gemini workers, 27 August 2014.
The protest led by the Walmart store union in Hunan province in the spring of 2014, occurred
when the Walmart Company decided to close the branch. Throughout the whole protest, the store
union chair and union committee played an important role in leading the workers to defend their
legal rights and interests; this case received extensive media coverage.
37
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Chapter 6 Disruptive action and protest policing in Chinese labour
protests
As a result of the government’s promotion of labour legislation, migrant
workers have been experiencing a period of legal mobilisation, with a labour dispute
resolution system that is attempting to address their grievances, especially after the
enactment of the 2008 Labour Contract Law. In most examples of labour resistance
over the past decades, industrial workers preferred to use permitted channels to
articulate their demands. However, when such channels fail, desperate workers
rarely exclude the option of disruptive action. Previous studies (Piven and Cloward
1971; Seidman 1994; Tarrow 2011) suggest that, by staging collective actions,
protesters are trying to get their issue onto the agenda of the state authorities, and to
attract state intervention. It is frequently the case that disruptive actions, by causing
social instability and triggering intervention from above, lead to a successful result
for the protesting group. When the authorised dispute resolution system is plugged
or unresponsive, Chinese workers sometimes turn to unlawful violent actions, such
as demonstrations and street protests, blocking main roads or important
transportation junctions, attacking or besieging government buildings, and other
collective actions that disrupt public order and cause destruction. According to a
strike map made by the China Labour Bulletin38, between 2011 and 2016, a total of
1,445 workers’ strikes and protests were reported in Guangdong province. Figure 4
shows the top three modes of actions chosen by workers: strikes (45.95%),
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Details of the CLB database are available via the China Labour Bulletin website:
http://maps.clb.org.hk/strikes/en.
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demonstrations (35.29%) and sit-ins (24.08%). Strikes are usually combined with
other types of dispute, including demonstrations, sit-ins, and road or access
blockages. More than 17.5% of these events involve more than two types of
collective action.

Types of Collective Actions by Workers in Guangdong 2011 -2016
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Figure 4 The types of workers’ collective actions in Guangdong province (Source: CLB)

Within authoritarian states, the success of disruptive collective action is
conditional, because the use of disruptive tactics raises the crucial issue of
legitimacy. Protesting workers need to justify their defiance either by claiming that
their legal rights have been violated or by accusing local officials of malfeasance.
The effectiveness of disruptive tactics also depends on whether or not they provoke
an interventions from a higher level of government. Interventions from above are
also conditional, determined by the large number of participants, media exposure,
or participant casualties. The government’s need to protect regime legitimacy and
social stability may increase the odds of success.
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In this chapter, I first review the use of disruptive actions in the existing Chinese
labour resistance. I then examine the relationship between different organisational
structures and the types of disruptive actions used in protests, as well as how these
affect protest outcomes. To be more specific, I aim to understand what kind of
organisational groups are more likely to resort to disruptive tactics, and what sort of
outcomes they achieve through violence or less violent actions. The Western
experience of resistance suggests that more formalised labour organisations, such as
trade unions, tend to avoid violence, preferring to operate under a contract or to
negotiate with employers to promote the common interests of both sides. Less wellorganised protest structures and workers with fewer resources are more likely to use
disruptive tactics to gain leverage to achieve a favourable result. Secondly, the
state’s responses to different kinds of organisational patterns are also scrutinised in
this section. I regard the policing of protests as a key measure of the state response
to labour protests. When workers employ forceful or disruptive actions, the local
government is likely to violently suppress them; police control of the protesters at a
strike site can be regarded as a direct indicator of the state’s attitude toward protests.
In addition, the local authority’s inappropriate use of protest policing can lead to
escalation, triggering a central government intervention that might punish local
officials for mishandling the protests or abusing power. The dynamic outcome of
the interaction between protesters and protest policing will be discussed in the
concluding section.
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6.1 A brief review of disruptive action in Chinese labour protests
A brief retrospective summary of the topics covered so far: few recent labour
studies have specifically discussed disruptive tactics in Chinese labour protests. In
the literature that exists, scholars have mentioned three main factors that are
commonly connected with the use of disruptive protest action: the number of
participants, the level of organisational structure, and the personality of key
protesters. First of all, the size of a protest has been regarded as a key factor that
affects the protest outcome. As Cai (2010:126) suggests in his study of Chinese
popular resistance, one precondition for the successful use of disruptive collective
action is having a very large group of protesters, as ‘big disturbances lead to big
solutions’. This does not mean that all protests need many participants to succeed,
nor does it imply that all large-scale acts of resistance are bound to be successful.
However, a large-scale disturbance does prove that local officials have failed to
adequately manage local issues or maintain social stability. For this reason, local
governments are cautious about using repressive tactics against very large groups
of protesters, aware that they are risking political punishment. In such cases, they
tend to seriously consider the option of making concessions. For small-scale
resistance movements, the use of violence seems kind of counterproductive. Two
possible explanations account for this phenomenon (Cai, 2010:137). One
explanation is based on the cost-benefit approach, which assumes that it costs less
to make concessions to a small group of protesters than to a large group. Another
explanation asserts that tolerating violence undermines the local government’s
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authority, thereby encouraging more violent actions and creating a demonstration
effect for subsequent protests.
The second factor that determines the use of disruptive tactics relates to the
group structure of a protest. In nondemocratic countries, many popular resistance
groups are not strictly defined as social movements because they are loosely
organised and have limited access to effective resources, unlike their counterparts
in democracies. On the other hand, authoritarian governments rarely allow
independent organisations able to orchestrate collective actions to systematically
protest against the state. Therefore, the choice of violent action in a protest depends
not only on the leaders or organisers, but also on the behaviour of participants.
Previous studies (Piven and Cloward 1979) suggest that organised action can seem
less effective than unorganised action, as the former tends to be driven by the goal
of maintaining the organisation. The leaders or organisers tend to choose acceptable
modes of action, rather than violence, to gain the support of elites and avoid
potential punishment by the government. In authoritarian settings, where noninstitutional collective actions are prohibited, violence is less likely to occur in a
protesting group with leaders. By contrast, the advantage of unorganised collective
action, or of a protest without a discernible organisational base, lies in its
unpredictability. The perception of the potential risks associated with using violence,
together with emotional factors, such as frustration or anger, help to determine
whether participants choose to escalate the action into violence or not. Loosely
organised protests also pose challenges for the government, which may face a
situation involving ‘no leaders to arrest’ or ‘no organisation to be banned’.
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A third factor relates to people’s personalities, as shaped by their native region,
age, gender, generation, and ability to work. As mentioned in previous chapters,
most Chinese labour protests are organised through a network of kinship,
geographical, and occupational relations. Some scholars (C. K. Chan 2010b; Perry
1993) believe that violent actions often reflect the mores of the workers’ original
birthplace. For example, regardless of their size and structure, workers from Sichuan
and Guizhou provinces are notorious for their militancy and unity. A local culture
involving gangs and the work place has given rise to militant and violent actions. In
Chan’s (2010) observation, migrant workers from the same province usually formed
cliques or gangs during their early years of working at a factory, fostering their own
culture of solidarity. Protected by the gang, younger workers could get benefits and
good work opportunities, as well as protection against unfair treatment. Fights and
other violent conflicts were a common form of dispute resolution. When initiating
strikes, violent actions were inevitably the often-used first choice of these workers.
To sum up, several factors affect the use of disruptive collective actions and
even violence by protesting workers. Internal factors within the protesting group,
including the scale and structure of the protest and individual features of the
protesters, may to a certain extent determine the choice of violent strategies. Apart
from that, the state’s likely response can act as a significant external factor. In many
cases, violent repression by the local government will escalate peaceful collective
actions into militant protests, in which physical confrontations between protesters
and the police are often fierce and violent. Both factors are vitally important in
understanding the function of disruptive actions in labour resistance.
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6.2 The organisational structure and disruptive tactics of Chinese labour
protests
Unlike industrial workers in democratic countries, where disruptive collective
actions including strikes, demonstrations, and marches have been routinised and
legitimated by law and regulation, the workers’ collective actions in nondemocratic
states are mostly illegal and less tolerated by the authorities. The disruptive tactics
discussed here refer specifically to the protesters’ collective actions that generate
disruption in the field of production as well as in the public sphere, causing
production sabotage or social disorder. As Tarrow (2011:101) suggests,
‘[D]isruption has always taken a variety of forms, from the attack on a wrongdoer’s
house and the assault on a miller’s grain store in the eighteenth century to the
barricades of the nineteenth century to the sit-ins and sit-down strikes of the
twentieth century to the disruption of computer networks in our century’. In the case
of Chinese industrial workers, the repertoires of disruptive action cover a wide range,
from contained behaviours to violent confrontations. The more moderate forms of
contained disruptive tactics offer acceptable routines that the public can understand
and the state authorities may sometimes allow, which may also be regarded as nonviolent actions. For instance, by holding sit-ins and sit-down strikes (without
destroying machines), demonstrating within the factory site, or occupying the
factory building, workers obstruct the normal activities of routine production to
exert pressure on their employers; they may be treated leniently, rather than as
delinquents. On the opposite side, the most dramatic forms of violent disruptive
action generally evolve into riots designed to damage property or attack people, such
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as violent confrontations with the police, blocking and destroying the public transit,
attacking particular groups of people, and causing serious injuries or even deaths.
Normally, riots are not well-organised or planned in advance; instead, they burst out
of control all of a sudden, usually by damaging property as a signal. Participants
involved in riots are often irrational and irritable, with a great propensity for
violence. In short, disruptive tactics usually break with routines and conventional
practices; they sometimes involve dangerous approaches that may be unstable and
can easily turn into violence. Given this situation, how do people at different
organisational levels of a labour protest choose a strategy that involves disruptive
tactics? Also, how do different types of disruptive collective action facilitate protest
outcomes, or yield a favourable result for workers?

6.2.1 The use of disruptive collective actions in worker-led protests
Compared to other groups of protesters, like the peasants in rural China,
industrial workers are prone to be more cautious about staging forceful, disruptive
collective actions. The existing literature (Chen 2000; Cai 2002) demonstrates that
workers involved in SOE protests do not usually rise up in revolt unless their basic,
subsistence-level needs are terribly affected by an economic crisis. At the same time,
realising that the government is hostile and sensitive to violence, workers tend not
to resort to violence as their preferred option, choosing moderate repertoires of
collective action instead. Therefore, outbursts of extreme violence among workers
often occur without sophisticated planning and sometimes reflect desperation or
indignation. In this section, I illustrate the use of disruptive action in the worker-led
protests from two perspectives: the first involves spontaneous violent collective
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actions without leadership: how they occur and develop; the second discusses
strategically disruptive actions, looking at how the organiser uses contained
disruptive tactics to gain more leverage and resources for a more favourable result.
The most violent type of collective action, which usually evolves into
vandalism or riots, is de facto hard for any individual worker leader or labour
organisation to organise. It normally involves the most disruptive and damaging
activities. Such violent collective actions are often the result of rancour,
accumulated over a long period of time; such emotions can trigger a riot at one blow.
Take the riot by migrant workers from the XA Stella Shoe Factory in Dongguan,
Guangdong as an example. In April 2004, shoe workers’ angry feelings towards the
factory management wreaked havoc on the property in their workshop and
dormitory, and on vehicles parked around the factory site, on the evening of that
month’s pay day. Several thousand workers participated in this spontaneous violent
protest, which lasted for three hours and left a mess costing approximately 150,000
RMB in lost factory property. Several active workers were detained on suspicion of
the intentional destruction of property. The reason for this riot was a long-standing
problem with the wages and working hours. The base pay of ordinary workers in
the Stella Factory was 450 RMB monthly, the legal minimum wage in Dongguan at
that time. After necessary expenses, like 150 RMB for board expenses and 50 RMB
in accommodation fees, workers had only 250 RMB left each month for their own
expenses. Those who wanted to earn more money had to work overtime for overtime
pay, which was 1.5 times more than normal pay on weekday nights and double the
amount on the weekend. For a long time, the regular working hours at the Stella
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Factory came to 60 hours per week, with six ten-hour workdays each week. Thus,
if workers could work for 60 hours per week, they would earn more than 700 RMB
each month. However, after the global corporate social responsibility movement
began, brand owners like Nike and Reebok required manufacturers to reduce the
labour-hours and to follow international labour standards. Under pressure, the Stella
Factory attempted to cut the monthly overtime to less than 36 hours, which meant
that the workers’ days off increased from 4 to 6 days per month. Although this
seemed to improve working conditions, it actually led to a direct deduction of nearly
100 RMB from the workers’ monthly pay, eliminating about fifteen percent of their
total salary. On this particular payday, the workers’ accumulated grievances were
just on the verge of breaking out.
The riot broke out spontaneously that payday evening. When the workers
discovered that their monthly salaried were around 100 RMB less than before, they
shouted loudly and demanded ‘higher wages, better food’ in the dormitory building.
Like a flame, the curtailed wage issue triggered a riot at a single stroke. Other
workers heard the noise of shouting, whistling, and crashing wash basins, water
glasses and other property. The rioters left the dorm and marched to the playing
field. The riot occurred in natural light, like a violent carnival. The marching
workers became more and more excited and began to smash vehicles on the road,
break windows, and steal food out of the welfare store. As the workers’ attorney
later observed39, there was no clear evidence that this riot was organised by any
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See: Tang, Jianguang, 2004, Stella Shoe Factory Labour Unrest Investigation. China Newsweek,
39. http://www.maostudy.org/ldarticle.php3?article=2004-11/GN_dg.txt. For another statement
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worker leaders or labour organisations, or that it had specific aims. Workers just
rushed out into the mass action on the spur of the moment and dispersed in a hubbub.
In fact, the XA factory workers’ riot was not a rare occurrence. Three branch
factories of the Stella Shoe Company had also broken out into workers’ riots days
before the XA factory riot. Workers from the XL and XP branch factories won a
concession from management for a pay raise and better food after their riot. Their
success encouraged workers at the XA factory to strive for what they deserved.
However, the XA management was unwilling to compromise again with the
workers on the same issue; in the end, about ten workers were charged with the
crime of ‘intentional destruction of property’. Despite the different outcomes of the
four successive riots in branch factories of the Stella Shoe Company, the workers’
improvisational rioting was an expression of revenge, a way of venting anger on
machines or their employers. The power behind this spontaneous disorder seemed
more dangerous and destructive than an organised action would have been.
In the second dimension of strategic disruptive action, workers are more
cautious about choosing violence, preferring contained disruption. Even if the
organisers have decided and planned to use disruptive tactics, they focus on actions
that disrupt normal production, rather creating serious destruction either inside or
outside the factory site. If the moderate disruptive actions fail to work or exert
pressure on the employers, they move on to a more intense action, such as occupying

from the workers’ attorney, Mr GZS, please see: http://www.workerdemo.org.hk/0004/01000125T.htm.
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the factory, blocking shipments or the factory gate, or directly exposing the dispute
to the public through demonstrations.
As the pneumoconiosis workers’ choice of collective actions demonstrated, in
Chapter 3, workers normally resort to collective petitions within authorised channels
at the beginning of their rights-safeguarding actions, accompanied by other
collective actions, such as sit-ins and hunger strikes in public that usually don’t
create huge social disturbances. For example, the Z County pneumoconiosis
workers’ were less lucky than their counterparts from Y County, who won the
support of the local government. Cold shouldered by local officials, the Z County
workers adopted the self-sacrificing tactic of a hunger strike lasting for two days in
front of the municipal letters and visits office. The purpose of this protest was to
invoke broader compassion and concern from the public and upper-level
government. They also tried sit-ins at the municipal government building. Even
though most of these workers were ill and becoming desperate, they did not resort
to violent disruption to highlight their situation. It was only when an open letter
about the tragic experience of construction workers in Shenzhen was released to the
public by the Z County workers that they finally won the support of the scholarly
elite.
Organisers of worker-led protests generally seem prefer more contained
collective actions, rather than violent ones. The state’s legal mobilisation of migrant
workers since the late 1990s, through the passage of a series of labour laws and
regulations (Friedman and Lee 2010), has enabled these workers to become more
dependent on legitimised channel for resolving disputes. However, once the
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approved channels have proved ineffective or unresponsive, workers would readily
bring their issues into the public space to gain leverage through media exposure and
public sympathy. Unlike strike actions that merely involve refusing to work or
withholding products to restrain employers, the tactic of demonstrations and street
protests can easily spread from place to place and rapidly come to the attention of
the state authorities.
To attract compassion from society as a whole, the common repertoires of
workers’ actions include the most self-destructing acts, such as suicide, as well as
the most sensational collective actions, namely large-scale demonstrations. The first
example is illustrated by the well-known ‘chain suicide jumpers’ case of the
Foxconn workers (Pun and Chan 2012); here, individuals and groups of workers
committed suicide by jumping from the building; such serious casualties always
arouse the public’s sympathy for the desperate workers. Pressured by both media
exposure and social consensus, either the employer or the government needs to do
something to appease society. Normally, an intervention by the central government
can to a certain extent, help to resolve the issue, safeguarding state legitimacy. In
the case of demonstrations involving a large number of participants, exposure may
become a double-edged sword. On the one hand, a large-scale demonstration will
definitely attract and be publicised by the media. On the other hand, within an
authoritarian state, a repressive government may automatically regard such largescale demonstrations as potential riots, and attempt to suppress the protesters,
regardless of whether or not they are peaceful. Therefore, when adopting the
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strategy of demonstrations on a large scale, the organisers should carefully balance
the costs and benefits of the disruptive action to avoid potential suppression.

6.2.2 The use of disruptive collective actions through NGO-intervened
protests
As discussed in the previous chapter, the choice of disruptive tactics in NGOintervened protests generally reflects the functions of different labour NGOs.
Previous studies (Li 2016; Xu 2013; Yang 2016) of Chinese labour NGOs have
discovered three main types of labour NGO involved in mobilising migrant workers
at the present time; their activities include cultural mobilisation, legal mobilisation,
and movement orientation. Culture-oriented labour NGOs usually provide
recreational activities involving music, literature, drama, or sports to enrich workers’
leisure time; these activities can be very diverse and amusing. A second type of legal
rights-oriented labour NGO has emerged along alongside improvements to the
implementation of Chinese labour law; these basically provide legal services and
help workers defend their rights using legal weapons. The third type of movementoriented labour NGO is newly emerging in southern China; it has a specific focus
on promoting collective bargaining, innovatively promoting collective labour rights
in practice. Cultural labour NGOs are normally not directly linked to labour disputes.
The remaining two types use two distinct approaches to foster the emerging labour
movement: one focuses on individual labour rights and generally operates within
the state’s framework of ‘rule by law’; the other one supports collective protests,
testing the limits of state tolerance by advancing collective labour rights.
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Admittedly, the second strategy, providing legal services, has been adopted by
many conservative labour NGOs and is fairly low risk. Their usual methods include
popularising articles of law in industrial communities and providing legal aid
through person-to-person consultations and junior civil agent work, which are, by
and large, allowed by the state authorities. Instead of enabling workers to
collectively bargain for better working conditions, the legal rights-oriented labour
NGOs focus on protecting individual rights, particularly in situations where workers’
legal rights have been violated (Xu 2013). Some scholars (Lee and Shen 2011) have
criticised this type of labour NGOs as ‘anti-solidarity machines’, for their inability
to promote collective consciousness or associational power for workers. For this
reason, labour NGOs that concentrate on legally mobilising migrant workers are
seldom involved in collective labour disputes. Even if some of them have contact
with workers, who are eager to improve their collective bargaining skills, for
example, the legal rights-oriented labour NGOs would prefer to introduce workers
to the legal framework, by recommending collective petitions to local governments,
or appeals to the labour dispute arbitration system.
As a matter of fact, it is the third type of movement-oriented labour NGO that
frequently engages in migrant workers’ collective protests. Few movement-oriented
labour NGOs exist in China now. Based on statistical data about Chinese labour
NGOs provided by Li (2016:89), 10 out of a total of 90 labour NGOs offered a
movement-oriented approach in 2014, while 21 labour NGOs favoured the legal
rights-oriented approach; the remaining 59 NGOs were culture-oriented. Almost all
of these 10 movement-oriented labour NGOs are transitioning from a legal
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mobilisation approach after the introduction of a worker-led collective bargaining
strategy by the Laowei Law Firm40. In spite of the limited number of labour NGOs
with a movement orientation, the promotion of a worker-led collective bargaining
strategy has begun to take effect in some experimental strike cases, like the famous
BYD and Citizen factory strikes in late 2011 (Li, 2016:102). The BYD strike was
the first case to explore the feasibility of solving collective labour disputes through
collective bargaining. In August 2011, a member of the Laowei Law Firm gained
access to the BYD workers’ online group; initially, they communicated through an
on-line chat tool called QQ (an instant messaging tool frequently used in China).
Once the BYD workers began to trust the Laowei lawyers, they were advised to
elect their own worker representatives, and to ensure that all workers signed a formal
document authorising representatives with a legitimate identity to undertake
collective bargaining. When representatives had been formally designated, an
official collective bargaining letter would be sent to the employers in their name. As
in many previous strike cases, the workers already had leaders or activists to
mobilise and lead ordinary workers in a protest; however, these workers were not
authorised worker representatives. This tentative set of procedures for authorising
worker representatives in the BYD case, particularly through its use of recognised
worker signatures or red fingerprints, became a pioneer in developing a worker-led
collective bargaining pattern. The BYD striking workers ultimately gained a
severance package by using this collective bargaining strategy. Similarly, two

40

The Laowei Law Firm, based in Shenzhen, Guangdong province, provides legal representation for
individual workers especially in labour dispute lawsuits. Since 2010, it has begun to promote an
action strategy of worker-led collective bargaining for workers with collective labour disputes.
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months later, in the Citizen strike, workers obtained overtime pay through this
method of collective bargaining, which later attracted widespread media and public
attention as a result of their success.
The practice of solving collective labour disputes through collective bargaining
has gradually formed a set of patterns. For example, in many NGO-intervened
collective protests, where no workplace labour unions are involved, striking workers
are generally advised to elect their own worker representatives with the assistance
of the labour NGO as consultants; this marks an important stage, fostering solidarity
among ordinary workers. Labour NGOs use disruptive tactics to propel employers
to the negotiating table, so as to initiate rounds of collective bargaining between the
two sides. The case of the Guangzhou Libra strike in 2014–2015 (discussed in
Chapter 4) is a good example of this approach, as the protesting workers used
forceful, disruptive actions, including strikes, demonstrations inside the factory site,
and blocking the shipment of goods, to compel their employers to negotiate, as a
means of achieving their goals. Movement-oriented labour NGOs rarely propose
using actual violence. For one thing, workers who cause serious destruction or great
loss to their factories by using violence, may find it very difficult to negotiate with
their employer or compel them to make concessions. In addition, the labour NGOs
themselves risk being under surveillance, interrogated, or even arrested by the
national security agencies for their involvement in workers’ collective protests.
Unlike the disruptive actions used in worker-led protests, which attempt to
attract public attention and government intervention, the strategic disruptive tactics
used in NGO-intervened protests are designed to set the stage for collective
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bargaining. The usual disruptive tactics that are often recommended, such as
stopping work, occupying the workshop, blocking shipments, and the like, are
considered to be effective ways of leveraging the workers’ bargaining power in
preparation for negotiations with their employers.
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Table 7 The use of disruptive tactics in NGO-intervened protests (Source: CLB and author’s
collection)

As shown in Table 7, out of 18 NGO-intervened protests during 2013–2014
collected from my fieldwork and the China Labour Bulletin 2013–2014 Report41,
15 out of a total of 18 cases chose to strike as their preferred option, accompanied
by demonstrations inside the factory, blocking the gate, and occupying the factory

41

See the CLB website: http://www.clb.org.hk/content/depth-research-reports-%E7%A0%94%E7%
A9%B6%E6%8A%A5%E5%91%8A.
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√

√

building as auxiliary means. The effectiveness of disruptive actions is also
noticeable, with more than 70% of cases reaching the stage of collective bargaining
with employers. Although some cases failed to attain all of the workers’ demands
through collective bargaining, they have still made remarkable progress on the path
to an emerging labour movement in China.

6.2.3 The use of disruptive collective actions in union-led protests
In contrast to worker-led and NGO-intervened protests, workplace unionists
promote genuine collective bargaining under the leadership of a trade union, like
their counterparts in the West. The use of disruptive tactics in union-led protests is
designed to put pressure on employers to come to the negotiating table. Generally
speaking, it is still quite rare to observe sensu stricto union-led protests in China,
due to the official trade union’s double identity as state instrument and the only
legitimate labour organisation. Most of the existing workplace trade unions are
directly controlled, or co-opted by management (Liu 2010). Nevertheless, in 2014,
the Walmart store union-led protest in Hunan province, and the Gemini factory
workplace union-led protest in Guangdong province overturned expectations,
knocking on the door of a stubborn system.
The triggers for the Walmart store and Gemini factory workplace union-led
protests were quite similar, with one caused by the closure of a Walmart branch
store and the other one by a factory relocation. Most of the workers in these two
cases had worked for their employers for more than ten years; they cared a great
deal about severance and seniority pay. In both cases, the workplace unions made
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every effort to reach the stage of collective bargaining with the employers, just like
their counterparts in Western countries. Both combined the use of authorised
channels to seek support from upper-level union and local government officials,
with disruptive actions designed to put pressure on their employers. For instance,
the Walmart store union chair wrote a letter asking for help to the municipal trade
union, the labour bureau, and other relevant government departments, where
officials did not take the case seriously. Likewise, the Gemini factory workplace
union committee sent the materials related to their collective labour dispute to the
district and city level trade unions, as well as the government bureau of letters and
visits (xin fang ban). Without they did not receive any useful responses from these
government agencies, the workplace union resorted to disruptive tactics. In the
Walmart protest, the union chair and committee members used disruptive actions,
such as occupying a warehouse and blocking the shipment of the goods, to initiate
negotiations; similarly, the Gemini factory workplace union used strikes to bargain
for negotiations.
The main problem with using disruptive tactics in the workplace union-led
protests involves obstructions from above. When reports about street protests and
other collective public actions were sent to local government by the police, the
workplace union committee immediately received warnings from local authorities.
As in the Walmart store union-protest, the union chairman, Mr Huang, remarked
that42 the local government told them that their protests were illegal and warned

See, ‘When union chair meets Walmart: Investigation on Changde Walmart Store Closure’,
Xiangsheng Newspaper, 2014.05.14. http://www.ilabour.net/html/falv/jttp/2993.html.
42
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about the serious consequences of legal liability. In the Gemini factory case, the vice
chair of the workplace union, Mr Max, had his legal identity in the workplace union
committee questioned, after receiving an order from the district-level trade
union, 43 dismissing him from the vice chair post. Challenges from both local
government and upper-level trade unions made the workplace union-led protests
even more difficult than worker-led or NGO-intervened protests.
In addition, the local authority’s tolerance for extended gatherings by striking
workers was quite limited, even if those workers were controlled by their workplace
union and did not go to extremes. In both cases, the striking workers insisted on
gathering either in the branch store or inside the factory for more than one and a half
months. To end the deadlock, local government officials began with conciliatory
measures aimed at coordinating both sides and directing workers toward legal
channels, and ended up using repressive tactics, deploying the police to the protest
sites to deter and terminate the workers’ protest. Both protests ended with a
dissolution of the workers’ collective actions and a minimal settlement offer from
the employers. In both cases, some disgruntled workers ultimately appealed the case
to the labour dispute system by filing litigation.
Although the final results of these two union-led protests did not fully achieve
the workers’ demands for compensation, the performances of these two workplace
unions were sufficiently unconventional as to represent a genuine breakthrough. In
line with the analysis of Li and Liu (2016), despite formidable institutional

43

Interview, Max-SZ, 20 June 2014.
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constraints, it is still possible for a workplace union to speak for workers and to
change its agency into that of a genuine labour organisation. In my view, China’s
official trade unions should not be regarded as an entirely monolithic whole; subtle
ruptures between different trade union levels may exist. Under certain
circumstances, the workplace union can potentially break away from the deeprooted rationale of maintaining social stability, in favour of defending the rights of
workers. There needs to be a trigger. In both of the above cases, for example, the
infringement of mutual interests gave rise to a sense of solidarity between ordinary
workers and workplace union members. Faced with a common predicament, the
workplace union was able to mobilise other workers to confront shared challenges.
Moreover, the role of the workplace union chair was equally important in organising
union-led protests. Both the workplace union chair and vice-chair in the above cases
manifested a strong determination to defend the workers’ rights and interests.
To summarise, the incidence of workplace union-led protests in China is still
infrequent; there are many institutional obstructions to surmount. Even when using
both disruptive tactics and channels within the system, the workplace unions
struggled achieve collective bargaining; nevertheless, it still provides a feasible
mechanism for solving collective labour disputes.

6.2.4 A comparison of organisational dynamics
The three organisational structures discussed in this section choose disruptive
collective actions for different reasons. Their choices are partly determined by the
purpose and mobilisation potential of each particular pattern of protest. In most
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worker-led protests, the main reason for using disruptive actions is to gain the
leverage, through upper-level government intervention, public awareness, and high
media exposure. In the case of NGO-intervened and workplace union-led protests,
disruptive tactics are more often used as a bargaining chip, to pressure employers
into negotiations. Alongside different purposes, the potential for mobilising more
resources also shapes the choice of disruptive tactics. Comparatively speaking, in
worker-led and NGO-intervened protests, workers’ leaders and representatives have
broader representation than the leaders in union-led protests do. For workers, NGO
intervention may include useful environmental resources and networks, while
official trade unions are supposed to be part of the government. When choosing
different disruptive actions, NGO-intervened protests are more likely to ally with
other civil society groups to strengthen the weak associational power of the workers.
By contrast, union-led protests are less likely to associate with civil groups, for fear
of antagonising the state.
When summarising the different disruptive tactics chosen by different
organisational models of workers’ protests in authoritarian states, researchers
should take full account of the institutional constraints on independent labour
organisations and the imperfection of the relevant laws and regulations. Except for
the official trade unions, no independent labour organisations are allowed. If
workers attempt to form their own labour organisations, either formal or informal,
they are therefore cautious about choosing an action strategy. Unlike in democracies,
most of the disruptive collective action in China, including strikes, assemblies, and
demonstrations, has not yet been institutionalised or legitimised by the state. Even
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if protesting groups engage only in peaceful protests, their actions may be identified
as illegal, riotous behaviour by the state authorities. Thus, the protests with higher
levels of organisation may be less likely to adopt violent actions, as they do not want
to lose the support of elites inside and outside the system, or risk the dissolution of
their organisation. By contrast, riots that spontaneously occur and develop
uncontrollably, often accompanied with violence, are unlikely to be organised by
activists or labour organisations.
To sum up, in the process of unionisation, from unorganised riots to wellorganised worker-led protests, through NGO-intervened and workplace union-led
protests, we observe how organisational resources interact with the choice to disrupt
on different levels. This analysis shows that a more sophisticated organisational
structure is more restrained when choosing potentially disruptive tactics. To avoid
a lethal outcome, protest organisers tend to use contained disruptions to achieve
their goals. Although the decision to be non-violent may minimise the risk of
suppression and increase chances for survival, it will not necessarily reduce
institutional constraints. Such constraints may be highlighted along with the
development of the organisational structure.

6.3 Protest policing and disruption in Chinese labour protests
As Heilmann and Perry (2011) suggest that, “China stands as a ‘Black Swan’
challenge to the social sciences”, in which the political resilience of the CCP’s
authoritarianism, combining with a competitive and integrated economy in the postMao period, represents its huge capacity in governance, in order to adapt and to
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survive. Through institutional adaptations and policy adjustments, China’s oneparty system is able to enhance the authoritarian state’s capacity to govern
effectively (Li, 2012). According to Nathan (2003), the China`s resilient
authoritarianism creates different channels of demand- and complaint- making, such
as letters-and-visits departments and the administrative litigation system, to allow
individual citizens to pursue grievances without becoming potential threatens to the
regime. This kind of institutional settings has also been utilized in handling labour
disputes. The local governments attempt to use both the mediation and collective
negotiation resolution channels to diffuse labour unrest. Other than those moderate
and institutional measures, local authorities further use coercive methods of protest
policing as a deterrent to furious workers’ collective actions. Based on the China
Labour Bulletin’s strike map, between 2011 and 2016, of the total number of 1,445
protest events in Guangdong province, 32.53% of cases involved the police records,
among which 29.79% of cases featured workers arrested by the police; while the
remaining 20.14% of cases were solved through local government mediation or
collective negotiation. As shown in Figure 5, protest policing is becoming one of
the Chinese local government’s most frequently used measures.

Types of State Response to Labour Protests in Guangdong 2011-2016
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Figure 5 The types of state response to labour protests in Guangdong province (Source:
CLB)
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Previous studies (della Porta 1995; Fantasia 1988) suggest that, in the evolution
of social movements, the influence of political system is important for
understanding protest escalation, in which the police handling of protest events can
be seen as the most visible and instant response from the state. In authoritarian
countries, the government’s deployment of police to deal with protesting groups is
also pivotal to the outcome of the protests. However, protest policing has received
little attention in the study of Chinese labour resistance. The use of protest policing
tactics sometimes can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it may get instant
and effective results of demobilising the crowd of protesting people that may
contribute positively to keep the local officials’ work performance; while on the
other hand, the abuse use of policing power may also result in the escalation of
protests. To avoid unexpected consequences, Chinese local officials frequently
resort to relational repression, by using various social networks to stop the protesters
(Deng and O’Brien, 2013). In this section, I intend to use the policing of protest as
a direct indicator of the state’s attitude toward labour protests, in order to examine
the relationship between protesting workers and the state. Specifically, I
differentiate three levels of protest policing in the case of the Chinese labour
resistance: the first level is relatively mild in relation to physical confrontation, with
the police deployed mainly to keep order, without using harsh repression; the second
level involves some physical confrontation between the protesters and the police,
with the police possibly arresting or detaining some workers as a deterrent; in the
third level, the degree of protest policing is upgraded: armed riot police are deployed
and the protesters are violently suppressed and arrested. An analysis of protest
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policing provides an angle from which to understand the actual interactions between
protesters and the police, as well as the interactive influences on the strategic choices
made by both sides.

6.3.1 Protest policing in different organisational structures
It is not uncommon in authoritarian states for the government to deploy the
police to disperse protesters as a routine local governance procedure. On some
occasions, the improper use of policing can trigger the escalation of a peaceful
protest, generating violent confrontations and serious casualties. Hence, the use of
protest policing is often regarded as deterrent to protesters. However, protest
policing does not inevitably lead to violence or even harsh repression. In the strike
cases I have collected through fieldwork, the performance of protest policing seems
more or less interconnected with the protesting groups’ choice of disruptive actions.
As mentioned above, protests with different organisational structures may have
different propensities for choosing disruptive tactics. In response to union-led
protests, the tactics of the police tend to be soft and temperate, as the protesters that
they confront are less likely to use violence to achieve their goals. For example, in
the Gemini factory union-led protest, the vice union chair recalled that44, when they
protested on the street during the first day of the strike, the police were in general
gentle to them. They were told that if they did not violate the rules and kept the
public order, the police would not arrest them or compel them to leave. Similarly,
the Walmart store union-led protest also experienced a changing attitude from the
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Interview, Max-SZ, 20 June 2014.
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local police, from helping the store clear up the goods to urging the manager to solve
the dispute from a neutral standpoint (Li and Liu, 2016:298-299). The degree of
protest policing in the union-led protests appears to be lighter and more tolerant, but
this does not prove that the police would never crack down on union-led protests.
In these union-led protest cases, several core workers were detained for several days
in the police station. The protest policing strategy seems to move in a dynamic
process, floating between maintaining the social order and arresting core workers as
a threat. One of the basic rationales behind the policing of protests may hinge on the
question of whether the protest can be readily controlled or not. Compared with
protests involving the agency of labour NGOs, the predictability of union-led
protests is more positive, which may partly account for the softer strategy of the
police. By and large, although the police strategy for handling labour protests may
shift, case by case, it seems to be the case that union-led protests look more
controllable and moderate than other types of protests, and are therefore more likely
to be treated with a comparatively soft strategy.
In stark contrast, the government’s attitude toward unorganised and violent
riots is exactly the opposite. For example, in the case of Stella Shoe Factory workers’
riot, armed riot police were sent to the factory to control a violent situation involving
smashing and robbing factory facilities. After the riot, ten workers were detained
for the crimes of ‘gathering to disturb the public order’ and ‘picking quarrels and
provoking troubles’; they were finally prosecuted for the crime of ‘intentional
destruction of property’ days later. Although the labour attorney strongly argued
that, given the basic facts of the incident, it was impossible for anyone to have
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organised this violent riot, the workers still received heavy penalties for their
irrational behaviour. This common repressive measure (putting the chief
troublemakers in prison) is primarily designed to warn others against imitating the
wrongdoers and to prevent the occurrence of similar incidents.
As for the NGO-intervened protests, the local police force usually adopts two
repressive techniques: one aimed at the protesters, particularly the protest leaders;
and the other directly at the labour NGO. In many strike cases involving labour
NGOs, the government appears hypersensitive, often quickly arresting the worker
leaders on suspicion of having colluded with labour NGOs, which are mostly
regarded as hostile foreign forces. For example, in the case of the Aries Household
Company (hereafter, Aries Company) strike in 2013, workers received legal
assistance from a local NGO called ‘Firefly’ during the whole strike period. The
Aries Company strike was triggered by a plan to relocate the original factory in
Shenzhen, Guangdong province; workers went on strike to demand an acceptable
level of relocation settlement compensation. After an ineffective petition to the local
government and other authorised channels, the workers decided to bring the issue
to the street, blocking a road for several days after the strike. The local police were
sent to the scene and they drove the protesting workers back to the factory. During
the process, about twenty workers were put into administrative detention for the
crime of ‘assembling and disturbing a public traffic order’. Among the arrested
workers, three were sentenced to criminal detention, including the chief worker
activist, Mr Greg, who was arrested for 371 days and finally released with an
acquittal. The arrest of leading worker activists for such a long time was not
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unrelated to the involvement of the local labour NGO. In an interview, Mr Greg
recalled,
‘After I was arrested in the police station, different local officials questioned
me about my connections with Firefly many times. It seemed that they really wanted
to dig out whether it (referring to Firefly) was the chief initiator of our strike’. 45
Mr Greg assumed that his connection with the labour NGO was probably the
main reason why the local government paid special attention to the strike and
relentlessly suppressed the workers’ protest. From the perspective of local
government, the intervention of local labour NGOs in labour protests is suspicious,
as most of these underground or unregistered NGOs are believed to receive funding
from overseas, and to be influenced by ‘hostile foreign forces’ (Howell 2015).
Therefore, in most completed NGO-intervened protests, the police are quite keen to
suppress the protesters, since their political legitimacy derives from contradictions
between enemies.
The second tactic of repression aimed at labour NGOs may not be revealed in
the short term, but can ultimately reach a tipping point. One astonishing case,
involving the arrest of major labour NGO staff in the winter of 2015 in Guangzhou,
Guangdong province, may provide sufficient evidence. The arrested NGO staff
members were mainly from one of the most influential labour NGOs, the PYDGZ
Centre, which was supporting the collective bargaining practices of striking workers.
Although some staff members were successively released a few days later, four
labour activists were sentenced for the crime of ‘gathering to disturb the public order’
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Interview, Greg-SZ, 1 November 2015.
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and jailed for between one and three years. Meanwhile, another labour NGO in
Foshan, which had been registered under the Civil Affairs Bureau in 2012, was
forced to shut down during this round of suppression. The persecution of labour
NGO staff members shows that, although the labour NGOs, especially those with a
movement-oriented approach, made progress in promoting collective labour rights
by supporting collective bargaining processes within a limited political space, when
they get too close to the state’s baseline—independent unionism—the state
authorities clamp down. However, the harsh suppression of labour NGOs has met
with an upsurge of condemnation of the Chinese government and support for the
arrested labour activists throughout global society.
In sum, workers taking part in highly organised protests are less likely to resort
to violent actions, and more likely to adopt contained disruptive actions to achieve
their goals. In response, a more selective, temperate and softer style of protest
policing is used to disperse these moderate protesters. In less organised or
unorganised riots, workers are more likely to use violence to release their pent-up
grievances, and may face repression by the local police. On some occasions, the
police use harder, more repressive, and more coercive tactics to discourage peaceful
protests, irritating the violent fringes. Hence, the interactions and reciprocal
adaptation of both policing and protesters’ tactics may have coefficient influences
on the consequences of labour resistance.
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6.3.2 The consequences of protest policing: escalation of labour protests
As previously discussed, different protest policing strategies may affect the
consequences of labour protests to a certain degree. The existing literature (Cai 2010)
suggests that the improper use of repression may lead to the loss of state legitimacy
for the central government, while sometimes escalating peaceful protests into
violence, which may result in the punishment of local government officials for
failing to maintain social stability. In such cases, both the central and local
governments make careful calculations about the cost of various repressive
measures. Nevertheless, when handling protests in authoritarian countries, the
protest police tend to overrate the damage caused by protesting groups, while
emphasising the prior principle of maintaining stability. For instance, Article 23 of
the People’s Republic of China Assembly, Procession and Demonstration Law
(Zhonghua renmin gongheguo jihui youxing shiweifa shishi tiaoli), stipulates that
the people’s police have the power to prevent any protest behaviour that may
endanger public security, yet fails to explicitly indicate what kinds of collective
behaviours are dangerous to the public, potentially leading to abuses of police power.
Thus, one frequent consequence of excessive protest policing is the escalation of
workers’ disruptive actions.
Likewise, for a protesting group of organised workers, though not necessary,
protest escalation mainly stems from the abuse of police power. Two developments
are possible in such a situation: 1) excessive policing may directly trigger or escalate
the workers’ collective actions; 2) the abuse of protest policing may also incur an
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administrative lawsuit instituted by workers, who have been treated with improper
harshness during the protest.
For an example of the first situation, take the case of the Scorpio strike
(discussed in Chapter 4). The Scorpio workers’ was triggered by the arrest of one
older, female worker, who was sent to the police station for disturbing the public
order at the factory gate. Other frontline workers felt that it was unreasonable to
arrest this woman, when she hadn’t been doing anything illegal. Soon after the news
began to circulate, almost all of the workers went on strike and about one hundred
workers went to the local police station to demand the release of this innocent
worker; this incident later evolved into a major protest lasting more than one month.
Moreover, excessive policing can sometimes be intensified through the agency of
factory security officers or city inspectors (cheng guan). For example, the outburst
of the Foxconn workers’ riot in Taiyuan, Shanxi province in September of 2012
happened because factory security guards assaulted workers; this situation quickly
developed into a large-scale riot lasting for more than five hours and involving
several thousand workers. The riot police were then deployed to the factory site to
control the chaos by force.
In the second type of situation, a lack of clarity about the purpose of protest
policing may result in the local police overestimating the severity of protesters’
contained disruptive actions, ultimately resulting in litigation against the police. One
exceptional lawsuit, the Tengi factory workers’ appeal against the local police,
illustrates this point well. At the end of 2014, the factory decided to relocate without
notifying its workers in advance; this immediately caused the Tengi workers’ protest,
185

with demands for a reasonable compensation settlement. After several rounds of
negotiation with the employers, the two sides could not reach an agreement on most
of the workers’ demands. Stuck in deadlock for several days, the workers resorted
to disruptive actions, such as blocking the factory gate to prevent the transfer of
factory facilities. During the six hours of protest blocking, about thirty policemen,
together with city inspectors, arrived at the site and announced that the workers’
disruptive actions were illegal. By coercive measures, including ordering the
workers to remove the desks and chairs from the factory gate instantly, the workers
were dispersed by the police. In addition, six worker representatives were arrested
for three days on the administrative charge of ‘disturbing a production order’. The
protests finally ended with the workers accepting a limited compensation of merely
one month’s salary. After the protest, five worker representatives refused to accept
the administrative punishment, and sued the local police. The result of the firstinstance judgement upheld the administrative punishment, but the evidence
provided by the local police was insufficient to justify jailing the worker for three
days. The sentence was commuted to a fine of 200 RMB. Refusing to accept the
judgement of first instance, workers resorted to a second appeal. The turning point
came covertly, during the interval between the two trials. The local police requested
a reconciliation with workers, offering favourable conditions that included
withdrawing the administrative penalty, a one-off compensation payment of 1,800
RMB, and litigation fees. In response, the workers withdrew their first and second
appeals and promised not to resort to any other petitions. The fact that these workers
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more or less won the lawsuit signified the failure of the local police officers’
excessive enforcement power.

6.4 Disruption, protest policing, and protest outcomes
In this chapter, I analyse the interactive processes that link protesting groups
with different organisational levels and protest policing. In particular, I focus on two
main factors, one involving with the choice of disruptive tactics among different
groups of workers, and the other focusing on protest policing, which I regard as an
important indicator of the state response to labour protests. By comparing different
workers’ resistance organisational structures, I first posit that protesting workers at
different organisational levels adopt different strategies of disruptive collective
action. From the most violent tactics of unorganised riots, employed to express
strong grievances, to the relatively contained disruptive tactics of more organised
labour protests, used to stimulate public compassion and higher-level government’s
intervention, the use of disruptive actions in worker-led protests can gain extra
leverage from external society and elites, improving the workers’ chances of a
successful result. While for NGO-intervened protests, which aim to solve the
collective labour disputes through collective bargaining, disruptive tactics can be
seen as a kind of bargaining power for workers with less associational power when
negotiating with their employers. As for union-led protests, although they are still
quite rare, breakthroughs are possible: promoting collective bargaining under the
leadership of the workplace union by using every category of strategic disruptive
tactics. Generally speaking, a higher level of organisational protest structure is likely
to confront more formidable institutional constraints in China at present time. To
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avoid harsh suppression and allow the organisation to survive, most organisers tend
to use contained disruption tactics to reach their protest goals.
When searching for a satisfactory description of the state response to labour
protests, I attempted to single out protest policing as an important direct indicator.
Among numerous strike cases collected in hand, almost everyone involved the
intervention of the local police, either with the mild intention of keeping order, or
deploying the rough tactic of violent confrontations and arrests. It is not easy to
precise evaluate the amount of police force used in these cases, although I have
defined three basic levels of protest policing: a mild level without physical
confrontations, just keeping the public order; an intermediate level involving some
physical confrontation and the arrest of workers; and an extreme level involving the
deployment of riot police and harsh sentences for the protesters. The existing
Chinese laws and regulations on assembly, procession, and demonstration are still
deficient in restraining the police’s power during protests, lead to the abuse of police
powers and to protest escalation. The interactions between the police and protesters,
to some extent, influence the protest tactics of both groups and thus have a pivotal
impact on the outcomes of labour protests.
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Chapter 7 Conclusion
7.1 Summary of research findings
7.1.1 Organisational level of different labour protests
In this study, I first try to differentiate three types of labour protests with
different levels of organisation, categorising them in accordance with the initiators
and actors involving in the labour protest: worker-led, NGO-intervened, and unionled protests.
Worker-led protests, as the name indicates, are protests initiated by worker
activists or worker leaders. The emergence of effective individual leadership by
competent worker leaders is of pivotal importance to the bottom-up strike,
especially when formal labour organisation is absent. Most of the existing literature
(P. P. Leung 2015; C. K. Chan 2010b) has not distinguished NGO-intervened
protests from worker-led protests, merely regarding the labour NGO as a kind of
external support for the emerging Chinese labour movement, which is not that
powerful and still too weak to uphold sustainable workplace organisations for
Chinese workers. Alternatively, based on my own fieldwork observations, I have
argued that the actual, current function of labour NGOs in China goes beyond
merely providing legal and community-based services from the outside. Some
labour NGOs with a movement orientation have taken their involvement a step
further, and are working to foster a more sustainable informal labour organisational
structure, by promoting collective labour rights, or to be more precise, workplace
collective bargaining practices. The evolution from worker-led protests to NGO189

intervened protests does not mean that these two types of protest are completely
separate. The main shortcoming of worker-led protests is that informal labour
organisations built by unsupported workers are difficult to sustain, after even one
strike action, as Leung (2015:82-85) suggests. Neither worker activists nor worker
leaders are always willing to become worker representatives responsible for
negotiating with employers; most of them face punishment and revenge from the
management during or after their protests. In addition, when these worker leaders
are dismissed or forced to retreat, the loss of their leadership can represent a lethal
attack on the sustainability of workers’ associational power.
Of course, up to now, the different intervening levels of labour NGO may have
different impacts on the formation of worker’s informal organisational structures,
thus significantly affecting protest outcomes. In my study, I further distinguish
between intervening degrees of labour NGO primarily in terms of what they can
offer: service, strategy, and implementation. In an earlier age, many labour NGOs
only provided legal services and helped to popularise legal information among
migrant workers. This kind of preliminary intervention focused mainly on the legal
rights of individual workers, and had little influence on strengthening workers’
associational power or collective labour rights. The second stage of labour NGO
intervention comes down to providing protest strategies for striking workers. This
often occurs when labour NGO staff members are undertaking regular community
activities in the industrial community. They can get in touch with workers who have
employment-related needs and offer them practical protest strategies. However, the
effectiveness of this kind of intervention requires trust between workers and labour
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NGOs, and this may not develop past a superficial level. When it comes to the third
stage of implementation, labour NGOs have gradually made great progress in
developing enhanced collective bargaining practices. They do not simply offer
strategies to protesting workers, but also provide detailed implementation
procedures and guidelines, often accompanied by full participation during the whole
protest. This kind of intervention can effectively contribute to the formation of a
more sustainable leadership in a workers’ group. Roughly speaking, these three
levels of intervention by labour NGO have emerged in a temporal sequence, along
with the development of labour NGOs in China. In its initial stages, a labour NGOintervened protest may overlap with a worker-led protest, when the NGO’s role as
an external advisor merely involves legal services. It is the third stage, providing
implementation, that represents a remarkable change from the worker-led protest.
In this new model, labour NGOs enable workers to form a comparatively sustainable
core leadership and broader worker representation to negotiate with management.
Union-led protests occur only rarely in China at present. Under the leadership
of the CCP, it is still hard for the official trade union to be a real labour organisation
that acts on behalf of workers. Yet, in response to high expectations, the workplace
unions can sometimes become exceptions, making it possible for these unions to
organise protesting workers. This option should not be overlooked in the future to
come. Compared with other types of labour protest, the workplace union has made
its protest organisational structure more legitimised than others; it also encounters
less repression from the authoritarian government, although it still needs to work
harder to overcome formidable constraints from the inside system. These
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institutional constraints stem from both the government and the upper-level trade
union system, making it much harder for the workplace union to surmount all of
these obstacles. Unlike worker-led and NGO-intervened protests, union-led protests
normally do not attempt to form a wider collaboration with other civil groups or any
external support from overseas. This is due to political concerns that such
connections could undermine their legitimacy when organising supposedly
legitimate rights-protection protests. The charge of collaborating with a foreign
hostile force is beyond the level of acceptability that any workplace union afford to
risk. For this reason, union-led protests choose to bypass collaborations with other
civil groups when striving for a solution.

7.1.2 The state response to different organisational levels of labour
protest
In this study, I have examined how different state responses affect the outcomes
of labour protests with different levels of organisation. In authoritarian countries,
the state’s response to protests can be regarded as one of the most important factors
determining the protest outcome. As illustrated in previous chapters, labour protests
with different forms of organisational level may generate very different reactions
from the state authorities, which can consequently lead to different protest outcomes.
In general, groups with a more organised structure underpinning their labour protest
are less likely to use violence or to encounter harsh repression from the government;
in unorganised riots committing violent actions, protesters are more likely to have
violent confrontations with the police, and to experience severe punishments.
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Figure 6 State response to labour protests with different organisational levels (Source: the
author)

As Figure 6 illustrates, union-led protests are least likely to face the harshest
forms of police or local authority repression while unorganised riots typically
confront the harshest forms of suppression by the state authorities. By contrast, the
dynamics of worker-led and NGO-intervened protests are more complicated than
the other two types. This is not only because of the evolutionary path taken by labour
NGO’s in recent labour activism, but also because of the way the authoritarian state
perceives and interacts with labour NGOs. Transitions between different party and
state leaders may significantly influence the relevant policies and controls on civil
society groups. On the one hand, in NGO-intervened protests, the workers’ own
informal organisational structure becomes much stronger than that in worker-led
protests. More specifically, the formation of a worker representative mechanism
with the assistance of labour NGOs has greatly advanced a more sustainable form
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of leadership, particularly when facing challenges from both the state authorities
and the employers. Comparatively speaking, in most of the worker-led protests,
worker activists struggle to sustain an effective leadership after the first strike action,
let alone to elect their own worker representatives to negotiate with management.
This is because most core workers face dismissal and blacklisting by the employers.
For this reason, the informal labour organisations built by the workers themselves
generally collapse during or after the strike. On the other hand, NGO-intervened
protests face relatively higher levels of repression from the government than
worker-led protests do. The government regards the involvement of the external
agency of labour NGOs as a sensitive and hostile element threatening state
legitimacy. It is fair to say, from the perspective of the workers’ own organisational
capacity, that NGO-intervened protests are better than worker-led ones and ought to
encounter less repression, being better organised. Yet the aim of repressing NGOintervened protests is mainly directed at the labour NGOs themselves, rather than at
the workers’ own organisational structure. These NGOs are known to greatly
enhance the workers’ associational power, and possibly also to foster independent
union activism, which is less well tolerated by the authoritarian state.

7.1.3 Protest outcomes at different organisational levels of labour
protest
The last, but not the least issue discussed in this study relates to protest
outcomes: whether labour protests that encounter less repression definitely achieve
a more successful result. In other words, when we evaluate the outcomes of various
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labour protests, how do we weigh up the factor of the state’s response to both
successful and failed protests?
Echoing the typology of protest outcomes illustrated in Chapter 2, the reactions
of authoritarian governments, mostly including repression, tolerance, and
concessions, along with the achievement of protest demands, together determine the
protest outcomes. In a general sense, a more organised labour protest can better
avoid the excessive use of violence and violent suppression by the government, thus
winning a chance to sustain successive protest actions and successfully fulfil the
workers’ economic demands. A tolerant or concessive reaction from the government
may, to some extent, affect the employer’s attitude when meeting the workers’
demands, especially when processing collective bargaining procedures. When the
process enters the stage of collective bargaining, the workers’ bargaining power
(whether derived from a formal or informal organisational structure) make a great
difference in achieving the protest goals. Similarly, government repression may
discourage employers from making any concessions to workers’ demands, which is
quite likely to result in an unfavourable outcome for the workers. On some occasions,
the employers may even collude with the local government, suppressing labour
protests to promote their own common interests.
Both obtaining extra leverage through the intervention of higher level state
authorities and obtaining stronger bargaining power to force employers to make
concessions can increase the chance of a more successful result. For Chinese
workers, a general lack of institutional support and associational power when trying
to resolve collective labour disputes may encourage workers to solicit the support
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of higher government levels. Interventions by the central and provincial government
may not always work, but can be also be effective. Such interventions put pressure
on the local government to handle the protest in question as a ‘special case with a
special solution’, as happened during many SOE protests during the 2000s and with
the pneumoconiosis workers’ protest in 2009 (discussed in Chapter 3). Normally,
when the local government receives instructions from above, workers’ demands are
no longer ignored and most of their reasonable requirements will be satisfied.
Apart from meeting economic demands that can be measured intuitively, some
other kinds of protest outcomes should also be noted. First, the legacy of enhanced
organisational capacity for migrant workers has been inherited by their successors.
The ability to build a worker representative mechanism in an NGO-intervened
protest is one of the most significant features passed on to subsequent labour protests.
Although this knowledge base is still informal and being developed, it is gradually
becoming an essential supplement to the workers’ own organisational pattern,
enabling effective collective bargaining with employers, particularly when the
official trade union cannot perform such a duty. For example, after achieving
successful results in some protests, the worker representative mechanism has been
preserved afterwards. Its experience of success has also been shared and circulated
around the industrial community, together with the network built by labour NGOs.
Secondly, the transition of worker leaders and worker activists who have emerged
from earlier protests has become a valuable asset for the emerging labour movement
in China. Many of these competent workers with rich strike experience are now
becoming labour NGO activists, nurturing the scant body of labour NGOs, and
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cultivating more potential worker leaders like themselves. Finally, through effective
strikes and protests time and time again, the rights awareness of migrant workers
has been strengthened. Their understanding is no longer confined to legal rights, but
extends to issues beyond the regulations. In the recent strike waves, workers have
been ‘asking for more’, demanding economic remuneration beyond the stipulated
minimum in law, and improvements to the collective labour rights that have yet to
be enshrined in labour law, all of which manifests a growing awareness of rights
among Chinese industrial workers. From a legal consciousness limited to individual
labour rights, to the acquisition of collective rights and interests, won through
forceful collective actions, migrant workers at in the current era have fostered their
own distinctive organisational capacity and culture of solidarity.

7.2 Labour protests and their impact on labour policy: the challenges
ahead
Previous chapters have explicitly illustrated the outcomes of labour protests
with different organisational structures, particularly the direct, instant, and
economic outcomes of individual protests. Beyond that, labour protest outcomes
may also have a certain enduring and indirect effect that can exert subtle and
aggregate influence over state institutions and labour policies in the long term.
Unlike social movements and protests in democracies, which aim to compel the
government to adjust improper policies through electoral pressure, in the Chinese
context, it is not easy for the protesters to pressure the authoritarian government or
to have a direct influence on policy changes. Although difficult, ‘[C]ollective
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actions are typically but one factor in a long chain of events – a factor that at times
can play a crucial role as initiative shifts back and forth between actors inside and
outside the government (O’Brien and Li, 2005:238)’. In the past decades, Chinese
workers have seen ways of safeguarding their lawful rights and interests through
numerous strikes and protests, as well as ways to influence the legislative process
of labour laws and policies step by step. Despite of having no right to unionise,
industrial workers in China are by no means giving up the battle for these collective
rights, as their strike demands demonstrate, with their clear appeals for democratic
workplace union elections and collective bargaining initiatives. Take the practice of
collective bargaining, or so-called ‘collective consultation’ to use the official
Chinese term, as an example.
In my earlier discussions of NGO-intervened protests, one of key objectives
was to reach the stage of collective bargaining between employers and workers. At
this point, two main questions must be put forward: first, who will represent workers;
and second, how do they practice the processes of collective bargaining. I have
observed, through studying many bottom-up strikes that demand for collective
bargaining are often triggered by an outburst, which is usually the cause of the strike.
In normal times, it seems hard for a strike initiator to mobilise ordinary workers
effectively. Under such circumstances, when the workplace trade union is absent or
cannot perform its duty of representing workers, strikers attempt to set up a worker
representative mechanism to gain a broader worker representation and to enhance
their informal associational power in order to bargain with the employer. Thus, those
worker representatives, who are elected by workers themselves, will stand for the
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workers, and their core leadership group will play the role of ‘union’ at the
negotiating table. The method of initiating collective bargaining in these strikedriven cases, usually follows the guidelines provided by labour NGOs. The
abundant sources for the development of movement-oriented labour NGOs,
especially in the Pearl River Delta region, have enriched the building of worker-led
collective bargaining practices, as suggested in Li’s (2016) fieldwork. This kind of
collective bargaining initiative from the bottom up has not yet been institutionalised;
it is also considered a form of, ‘collective bargaining by riot (C. K. Chan and Hui
2014)’.
Albeit still informal and yet to be institutionalised, these strike-driven collective
bargaining practices have introduced great challenges to the existing collective
consultation system set up long ago by the authoritarian state. Since the
implementation of the 1992 Trade Union Law, the 1994 Labour Law, and the 2008
Labour Contract Law, almost all of these labour laws have stipulated relevant
regulations on collective consultation, especially the provision of collective contract
and wage increases. However, the institutional context of the collective consultation
system has retained its formalistic nature as the state’s system for controlling labour
disputes, rather than conducting ‘genuine’ negotiations in practice. One recent study
(Deng 2016) on autoworkers’ experiences of collective bargaining in Guangdong
shows that, although the state authorities and upper-level unions have introduced
collective bargaining provisions and detailed training for workplace unionists, it
appears to be quite hard for them to represent workers in winning concrete wage
increases from their employers. From the perspective of the autoworkers, direct
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collective actions seem like a more effective and powerful bargaining tool for
pressurising management than workplace unionists’ mild way of ‘communicating’
with employers.
Some may argue that, under pressure from a spate of strike waves since 2010,
the official trade unions have introduced several union reform initiatives to reinforce
the capacity of the workplace unions, as exemplified in the post-strike collective
bargaining practices used by Honda workers in Foshan, Guangdong province. With
the intervention of the provincial-level union, the Honda workplace union reached
a wage agreement with their management (C. K. Chan and Hui 2014). Likewise, the
experience of the Ricoh workplace union46 in successfully establishing a collective
wage consultation that regularly conducts wage negotiations each year, also shows
the efforts made by official trade unions. The authoritarian governments have made
much endeavour to demonstrate the adaptation of institutional settings for collective
disputes with this kind of typical cases. Nevertheless, such special interventions
from the upper-level authorities are exceptional cases, which can seldom be
extended to other workplace unions on a large scale. The involvement of provinciallevel trade unions only occurs when extraordinarily big strikes break out, like the
2010 Honda strike with more than thousands of striking workers. Furthermore, in
the Honda strike case, both the chair and deputy chair of the Guangdong Provincial
Federation of Trade Unions had a pro-labour approach to collective labour disputes.
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The Ricoh Union Experience has been cited as a successful model by the Shenzhen Federation of
Trade Unions, which provides good examples of how workplace unions can organise wage
negotiations between enterprise and workers. See:
http://www.gdftu.org.cn/zghd/xxlgjy/mtgz/201209/t20120912_317788.htm. I had the opportunity
to interview the union vice chair of the Ricoh workplace union, Mr Cui Fenggang, to learn more
about how they conduct detailed collective wage negotiation procedures.
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Their extensive involvement facilitated the Honda workers’ collective labour rights
achievement both during and after the strike (Lyddon et al. 2015; Meng and Lu
2013). Such open-minded union leaders are not always easy to find. In my few
communications with district-level unionists in Shenzhen47, some are ambitious to
promote authentic collective wage bargaining and collective contracts in the
workplace trade unions but lack practical experience, while others are quite
suspicious of the active role played by labour NGOs in the process of workplace
collective bargaining. The officials regard the labour NGO as a competitive
opponent or a hostile force overpowering a group of ordinary workers. On the one
hand, even though local unionists have been trained with detailed knowledge and
procedures in how to conduct a workplace collective negotiation, they still lack
experience and the willingness to mobilise ordinary workers. Official trade unionists
do not welcome the involvement of grassroots labour NGOs in the collective
bargaining process, believing that they are concealing a plan to incite workers to
make ‘troubles’. Therefore, it remains a contested terrain for both the institutional
power of official unions and the external power of the grassroots labour NGOs to
argue over in the years to come.

7.3 Limitations and future explorations
This study sets out to examine the Chinese labour protests at different
organisational levels and their outcomes. Although I have systematically analysed
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During the last quarter of 2015, I participated in a district-level trade union-oriented project
promoting collective bargaining practices in the workplace union to observe how the official trade
unions implement these provisions from the top down. I visited the N district trade union, and six
street-level trade unions subordinated to N district to learn what these local unionists did in practice
and how they perceived themselves as well as the labour NGOs.
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the ways in which this issue is framed, due to limited materials and data sources,
several limitations of this research need to be addressed.
First, because of restricted access to the official trade union and other local
government departments, including local officials at the maintaining stability office
(wei wen ban), the letters and visits office (xin fang ban), and the local police and
other bodies, some in-depth interviews designed to explore the local government’s
attitude to labour protests have been affected. In this study, I have used in-depth
interviews with worker activists, labour lawyers, and my participant observation
notes during protests to make up for this information shortage. Some second-hand
materials, such as official documents and speeches on the official website, have also
been collected as a supplement. As the detailed official police report on protests is
not open to public, I have had to use the defective strike database provided by the
China Labour Bulletin to gather descriptive statistics on protest policing and basic
strike information, instead of conducting a more sophisticated regression analysis
using independent and dependent variables. In a future study, if such a database
becomes available, it would be useful to carry out a quantitative analysis of this
issue.
Second, my analysis of the distinctions between the three types of labour protest
is also limited to insufficient first-hand data. During the period of my fieldwork,
from 2013 to 2016, most of the first-hand strike cases that I collected involved
labour NGOs participation. It is hard to find cases of protests or strikes that have
been organised entirely by the workers themselves. Considering the evolutionary
path taken by these three types of labour protest, the emergence and development
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of worker-led protests are concentrated in the period of 2000s. Thanks to my earlier
research interest in the working conditions and occupational diseases of migrant
workers, I was fortunate to have an opportunity to follow up on the pneumoconiosis
workers’ protest and lawsuit from, 2010 to 2012. Although I have not collected
sufficient interviews or survey data specifically for this study, I have aimed to draw
a general picture of the main characteristics of worker-led protests, and how the
state responds to this type of protest, from both first-hand interviews and secondhand materials from online sources. In addition, when I was collecting strike cases
in Guangdong province, it was not easy to gain access to striking workers or to earn
their full trust in a short period of time, as most were somewhat suspicious as to
‘who I am’ and ‘what I do’. My connection with one famous labour law firm gave
me a legitimate identity as a legal assistant, which helped to dispel the suspicions of
striking workers. In some of the strikes, I successfully got in touch with the strike
leaders; on most occasions, they were willing to tell me about their sufferings and
thoughts. If they eventually succeeded in achieving success, it became easier to
conduct in-depth interviews with them after the strike. On some other occasions,
where a strike failed or strikers were arrested and taken to the police station, some
participants no longer trusted the labour NGO or ‘me’ any more, once they were
released. These people had often been warned by the local authority not to make
contact with any suspicious organisations or people. In such cases, it was impossible
for me to conduct any interviews about their sufferings in the police station or to
learn more about the attitudes of the local police.
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Moreover, I have not pointed out slight differences between the various local
governments in the Pearl River Delta region when handling collective labour
disputes. In Chapter 4, for example, when comparing two strike cases in Shenzhen
and Guangzhou, I try to control for the influence of local government in dealing
with NGO-intervened protests, as both cases were in Guangdong province, with
similar local laws and regulations on labour disputes. But of course, I have to admit
that these two local governments did appear to have slightly different methods and
rationales for dealing with collective labour disputes, which is later evidenced by
the repression of labour NGOs and labour activists in Guangzhou, while their
counterparts in Shenzhen still survive and continue to work as usual. It is actually
quite difficult to generalise about local government responses to such politically
sensitive issues, and to deduce all of the possible variations that could have
influenced the government’s behaviour. If it is possible to access the local officials
who directly handle strike cases, their input would be very valuable for future
explorations, allowing the drawing of precise conclusions on this issue.
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Appendix 1: List of labour protests in the case study
Name

Year

Type

Chapter

Stella shoe factory riot

2004

Unorganised riot

Chapter 6

Pneumoconiosis workers` protest

2009

Worker-led protest

Chapter 3

Aries household company strike

2013

NGO-intervened protest

Chapter 6

Tengi factory strike

2014

NGO-intervened protest

Chapter 6

Scorpio factory strike

2014-2015

NGO-intervened protest

Chapter 4

Libra factory strike

2014-2015

NGO-intervened protest

Chapter 4

Gemini factory strike

2014

Union-led protest

Chapter 5

Walmart store protest

2014

Union-led protest

Chapter 6
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Appendix 2: Respondent information used in the case study

Respondent Case

Type

Interview information

Mrs Joan

Libra

Chief worker representative

Joan-GZ, 17 May 2015

Mr Leif

Libra

Worker leader

Leif-GZ, 17 May 2015

Mr Hugh

Libra

Worker leader

Hugh-GZ, 17 May 2015

Mrs Jean

Scorpio Normal worker representative

Jean-SZ, 31 July 2015

Mr Wood

Scorpio NGO activist

Wood-SZ, 5 August 2015

Mr Max

Gemini

Vice union chair

Max-SZ, 13/20 June 2014

Mr Sid

Gemini

Normal worker representative

Sid-SZ, 13 June 2014

Mr Tab

Gemini

Chief worker representative

Tab-SZ, 27 August 2014

Mr Ben

Gemini

Normal worker representative

Ben-SZ, 20 June 2014

Mr Greg

Aries

Worker leader

Greg-SZ, 1 November 2015
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