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isenfranchised: The Rise and Fall of Industrial Citizenship 

in China is an extremely well written book that every 

scholar of Chinese labor politics must read and to which all 

future research must respond. Its historical scope and 

conceptual innovation mean it will have lasting impact on our 

understanding of workers’ politics and the dynamics of 

working-class society in urban China, all the way from 1949 up 

through the present day. Joel Andreas’s primary focus is the 

world of work and workers’ experiences in state-owned 

industrial enterprises (SOEs) across Chinese cities since 1949. 

His main methods and sources are interviews and oral history, 

though he also draws heavily on documents and other published 

and archival written materials. Rather than comparing 

systematically between regions or sectors, Andreas chooses to 

compare across periods of time, using a wide range of data from 

around the country and across sectors to characterize what he 

argues are general contours of working-class society and the 

politics of production in each era. Indeed, what especially 

distinguishes this book are: its novel conceptual framework, its 

historical sweep, and the new data it brings to light on critical 

aspects and episodes of workers’ politics. 

 

Andreas posits a two-dimensional conceptual space formed by 

workplace citizenship and workplace autonomy (summed up 

nicely in a 2X2 table on page 13).  Citizenship refers to all forms 

of belonging, social protection, and what is often termed 

incorporation. Autonomy means both the freedom of 

individuals to control their own activities and lives and the 

rights of workers collectively to a meaningful voice in the 

production process and other day-to-day issues in the factory. 

When workers enjoy a high degree of citizenship, but little 

autonomy, Andreas finds paternalism; when they enjoy great 

autonomy but little citizenship, he sees individual autonomy 

(where workers are in some ways closer to independent 

contractors or operators); where both citizenship and autonomy 

are high, workplace democracy is present; and he calls the 

situation where both are low market despotism. Most of the 

time, Andreas argues, autonomy is limited and workplace 

authority tends to be exercised along hierarchical lines – 

workplace democracy and individual autonomy are thus 

relatively scarcer than either market despotism or paternalism. 

Overall, this framework is vivid yet accessible and provides an 

important and useful new way of looking at Chinese workers’ 

politics over the past seventy years. 

 

Tracing the workplace politics of China’s socialist 

transformation in the wake of the 1949 Revolution, Andreas 

fills many lacunae in our understanding of the post-takeover 

period with rich interview data (recalling that the literature has 

not really seen comparable research of this sort since Mark 

Frazier’s 2002 book, The Making of the Chinese Industrial  

 

Workplace). Andreas shows clearly how the CCP’s initiatives 

succeeded in laying the groundwork for a fundamentally new 

and encompassing form of workplace citizenship, while 

expanding workers’ autonomy only in small ways and 

inconsistently. Ultimately, by the conclusion of the anti-rightist 

campaign, China’s SOEs had entrenched a type of paternalism, 

with a high and rising degree of citizenship and only very 

modest autonomy for workers. The theoretical thrust of the 

chapter is clear and straightforward. But the data are a tad 

thinner here than they could be. Andreas makes excellent use of 

his limited interviews from this period, but he could have done 

more to flesh out the story with better use of Chinese secondary 

sources and/or documents. 

 

The next chapter, which covers the mid-1950s through the early 

1960s, is richer in data and explains how both autonomy and 

participation actually did increase in important respects during 

this period, moving workplace governance meaningfully 

toward democracy even as it remained paternalistic. What we 

see here is the Party solidly moving through phases Ken Jowitt 

has characterized as “consolidation” and “inclusion”, rather 

than the “transformation” we read about in the previous chapter 

– a story told here with sparkling detail and impressive clarity. 

 

The next two chapters bring critical new data and sources to 

bear on Andreas’s analysis of the Cultural Revolution 

mobilization of workers to claim greater autonomy, supported 

by Mao and other key leaders, against the paternalistic power 

of factory cadres and managers. This perspective is 

controversial, but Andreas makes his case very well, linking 

back into relevant threads in the substantial existing literature, 

while also making plain where he departs and his reasons for 

doing so. In his story, workers asserted autonomy in the factory 

with encouragement right from the top, without their citizenship 

coming under substantial threat. The resulting workplace 

democracy proved highly volatile, however, and thus 

threatening to powerful interests and actors, including Mao 

himself. Just eighteen months after launching this radical 

expansion of workplace autonomy, the CCP leadership cracked 

down, establishing Revolutionary Committees as a means of 

reasserting some degree of paternalistic control (though, at least 

at the outset, with the additional goal of providing guidance to 

cadres and shoring up at least a somewhat more contained form 

of autonomy for workers). 

 

Chapter 6, on the period from 1967 to 1976, is the strongest in 

the book, especially as there has been relatively less (and 

generally less nuanced) prior scholarship on workers’ politics 

during this absolutely key period, and because of the empirical 

depth and nuance brought by its regional comparisons and local 

case studies. In it, Andreas explains how and why 
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Revolutionary Committees did not succeed and the different 

ways in which workplace politics became enmeshed in the 

wider political and factional struggles of the day. Looking in 

depth at three cities, spread over two provinces, he begins by 

explaining factional divisions and contests between radical and 

conservative worker groups inside factories in Zhengzhou, 

Luoyang, and Wuhan. In each of these cities, Revolutionary 

Committees had been established seemingly to aid 

conservatives, but radical factions seized the initiative and even 

sometimes dominated between mid-1967 and the summer of 

1968.  The radicals were fractious, however, and prone to splits. 

The military mobilized in 1968 and 1969, and gradually the 

rebels were repressed. After the September 1971 Lin Biao 

incident and other important shifts, radicals re-emerged and 

contested for power during 1972-76 – though somewhat more 

successfully in Henan factories than in those in Hubei. Old 

conservatives then made a comeback, however, beginning in 

1974, which placed the radicals increasingly on the defensive 

and struggling to mobilize their fellow workers as effectively as 

they had just a few years earlier. Ultimately, the Revolutionary 

Committees failed at either promoting workers’ autonomy or 

creating a new hierarchical basis for restoring quotidian 

workplace citizenship. This chapter is remarkable for the new 

data it brings to bear on a well-known yet thinly understood 

period to address previously under-researched issues in almost 
entirely overlooked localities and social settings. The richness 

and complexity of the stories it tells necessitate a relative 

breakdown in the conceptual crispness and tightness of the 

narrative as we learn how workplace politics in specific local 

and enterprise settings were jerked back toward paternalism in 

a messy hodge-podge of fits, starts, and counter-moves. 

 

The chapter on the “long 1980s” tells a story many readers 

already know quite well: Chinese workers enjoyed a relatively 

high degree of autonomy and genuine voice through workers’ 

congresses, but experienced a slow erosion of their citizenship 

rights in the work unit in the roughly fifteen years after Mao’s 

death. Moreover, toward the end of the 1980s, factory directors 

began to assume ever more powerful authority roles in the 

workplace, leading to a serious reduction in worker autonomy 

and voice. Though others have told this tale before, Andreas 

gives it a new spin and vividness, while also bringing some 

fresh data and evidence to the table. 

 

In his discussion of the 1990s and 2000s, Andreas also tells 

what is generally a well-established story (at least in its basic 

parameters), having been thoroughly studied by a number of 

others.  What this chapter adds, however, is a trove of incredibly 

impressive new data and an admirable effort to extend the 

conversation about workers’ mobilization, dis-incorporation, 

and marginalization in genuinely novel and important ways, 

relating back to his conceptual template. The case study of 

Brilliant Glass Factory (pp. 200-10) adds rich texture with its 

explanation of how industrial reform played out in a case that 

has not previously been studied. The sections on “declining 

incorporation” (pp. 210-13) and “political marginalization” (pp. 

213-17) extend arguments about workers’ political attitudes, 

ideology, and increasing defeatism in ways that go well past 

what other scholars have previously discussed. These sections 

thus form a welcome and important complement to earlier 

research to explain exactly how and with what consequences 

Chinese SOE workers lost autonomy in the workplace as labor 

politics sank from paternalism into a new type of market 

despotism. 

 

The concluding chapter is more-or-less standard for this sort of 

book, but it is sharply written and leaves the reader with both a 

clear sense of what the book has covered and exciting ideas 

about where the arguments might be taken further. This is the 

one chapter, however, where I think Andreas most easily could 

have expanded a bit more broadly and boldly on his basic 

theoretical and conceptual insights.  Indeed, if the book has any 

weakness, it is that its concepts and arguments are not easily 

and obviously portable to contexts beyond China. While the 

conclusion gestures in this direction, and even makes some 

small moves, more effort could have been made to push this 

further in ways that would have expanded the book’s likely 

readership. 

 

Taken as a whole, Disenfranchised is quite simply one of the 

very best books I have ever read on Chinese workers’ politics 

in the post-1949 era. The strategy of aggregating data from 

across regions and sectors to weave together sweeping accounts 

of an unrivaled range of historical periods succeeds brilliantly, 

and the typology articulated in the first chapter binds together 
the subsequent deep-dives into specific periods and episodes 

extremely well. The only shortcoming is that, in articulating his 

concepts and framing arguments in ways that are perhaps more 

China-specific than they need to be (despite his passing 

mentions of Dahl, Burrowoy, and others), Andreas mutes some 

of the book’s potential impact on wider theoretical debates or 

on discussions of workers’ politics in other countries. Though I 

appreciated his chronological focus, at points I wondered 

whether organizing the inside chapters thematically, rather than 

chronologically, could have facilitated greater accessibility for 

non-China experts. In any case, there is more than enough here 

to make much grander and forceful statements about labor 

relations and the politics of production in comparative contexts 

and more general terms. Had Andreas made more of a concerted 

move in this direction, Disenfranchised would be a book that 

every serious scholar of labor politics or history anywhere in 

the world would have to read and respond to. As it is, this 

remains mainly a China-focused study, speaking mostly to a 

China-specialist audience, but still one with potentially strong 

appeal and great rewards for readers further afield (if they can 

be persuaded to make the investment to read and digest it). 

  

 


