
The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 2 (December 2020): 1 - 24. © The PRC History Group, 2020   

  

 

ven for many Chinese people, the political and economic 

experiences of the past seven decades are difficult to 

understand. We are vaguely aware of the endless political 

movements of the Mao era, we glimpse references to “hazy” 

past events in literary and artistic works, and we hear curious 

stories about young rebels fighting with words and weapons 

during the Cultural Revolution years. This history, however, 

has been submerged in jumbled emotions before we are able to 

explore the buried facts. The array of explanations by Western 

Sinologists have provided new insights for Chinese scholars, 

but many of their plausible analyses seem remote from our 

experiences. Today’s young people know that many of their 

elders—from party cadres to plain folks—cherish the “Radiant 

Past.”1 But why do they miss an era that seems unintelligible to 

us? Underneath all the arduous work, the suffering, the 

struggles, and the laments, what exactly were our predecessors 

striving for? What were they trying to accomplish and what 

insurmountable obstacles lay in their path? Did they ever arrive 

anywhere close to the socialist ideals of democracy and 

equality? I found some convincing answers in Professor Joel 

Andreas’ cogent new book, Disenfranchised: The Rise and Fall 

of Industrial Citizenship in China. 

 

The fundamental question raised by Andreas is, “Why did the 

twentieth-century Communist project to eliminate class 

distinctions fail?” Looking specifically at the socialist goal of 

establishing industrial democracy, he does not attribute the 

failure to the negative impact of class struggle, the bankruptcy 

of “principled particularism,” 2 or inherited tensions between 

bureaucratic structures and royal charismatic authority. 3 

Instead, he points to practical contradictions of socialist 

democracy. Andreas draws inspiration from Robert Dahl’s 

framework, in which he pointed to inclusion and contestation 

as fundamental requirements for democracy. In the industrial 

context, Andreas transforms the first into citizenship, which 

gives workers membership rights in the workplace, and the 

second into autonomy, which gives them the capacity to 

negotiate. Andreas argues that workplace citizenship gave 

Chinese workers the fundamental basis for democratic 

participation, while the lack of autonomy limited its actual 

practice and eventually led to disastrous consequences. Based 

on the strength of citizenship and autonomy, he establishes a 

coordinate system to explain variations in workplace 

governance. He also helps clarify a controversial issue—did the 

system of lifetime employment in Chinese enterprises bring 

about “personal dependence” or empower workers? 4  “The 

extent to which one or the other prevails,” he points out, 

“depends on the degree to which workers are able to act 

collectively in an autonomous manner” (p 19). Ultimately, the 

book’s inquiry into the fate of industrial democracy in China 

rests on this question. 

 

 

The impact of limited autonomy on democratic practices in 

Chinese factories, Andreas argues, was lethal. The book 

examines China’s experience with workplace participation 

chronologically and chapter titles highlight sequential 

developments: Enfranchisement, Participatory Paternalism, 

Mass Supervision, Great Democracy, Revolutionary 

Committees, Reforming the Work Unit System, and 

Disenfranchisement. Andreas develops a fascinating and subtle 

analysis, explaining that while the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) actually sought to encourage democratic participation 

and mass supervision of officials, its obsession with 

monopolizing power unintentionally led to the failure of 

industrial democracy. 

 

Andreas points out that in the early days of the People’s 

Republic of China, the CCP developed the method of 

democratic mass mobilization of workers with the purpose of 

seizing control of industrial production from the old elites. In 

this process, although the party granted workers industrial 

citizenship, it prohibited independent trade union organization, 

making it difficult to actually establish democratic industrial 

governance. In the days before and after the Great Leap 

Forward, workers were able to participate in factory governance 

via mechanisms such as staff and workers congresses and 

systems to encourage “cadre participation in productive labor 

and worker participation in management, reform of irrational 

and outdated rules and regulations, and close cooperation 

among cadres, workers and technicians” (两参一改三结合). 

Their participation, however, lacked autonomy and the scope 

was limited to matters of production and welfare, without much 

capacity to actually hold factory leaders accountable. 

 

In the early 1960s, the CCP launched the top-down “Four 

Cleans Movement,” which relied on party “work teams” to 

organize “mass supervision” of factory leaders, but this type of 

fettered mass mobilization was incapable of accomplishing the 

original goal of “eliminating bureaucratism.” Finally, during 

the Cultural Revolution, when Mao Zedong initiated the 

strategy of “Big Democracy” ( 大 民 主 ) and the “Four 

Freedoms” (四大自由), this attempt to introduce autonomy into 

workers’ participation worsened the situation by prompting 

violence and chaos in the workplace. 

 

In the end, workers’ participation—whether institutionalized or 

non-institutionalized and whether managed by factory 

bureaucrats or inspired by Mao’s charismatic authority—was 

never really autonomous. This lack of autonomy not only 

frustrated efforts to democratize socialist industry, but also 

caused workers to eventually lose their industrial citizenship in 

the process of market reform. Andreas concludes, “The CCP’s 

inclination to tightly control all aspects of participation 

hindered the accomplishment of the party’s own goal” (221). 
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Since the very beginning of the People’s Republic of China, the 

state leadership had been beset by the paradox between the 

socialist ideals of democracy and equality and the actual social 

practices of industrial governance. This paradox constantly 

restructured China’s social and political patterns, before the 

advent of the new millennium. Looking back on the past, even 

if China’s experiments with industrial democracy failed, we 

should not ignore the efforts made by our predecessors or 

underestimate the profound impact of this historical experience. 

Andreas’ monograph allows us to see a more positive picture: 

Chinese workers were once able to participate in making 

decisions concerning their vital interests, even though their 

participation was limited, and they had the capacity to make 

party cadres respond to their demands. This is why so many 

miss the past, with its ideals as well as its intractable problems. 

Under these circumstances, despite the ascendancy of 

neoliberalism, the specter of industrial democracy still haunts 

post-socialist China. 

 
1 This term is borrowed from the title of Michael Burawoy and 

Janos Lukacs’ book The Radiant Past: Ideology and Reality in 

Hungary’s Road to Capitalism (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press,1992). 
2 Andrew Walder argues that during the Mao era, industrial 

work units developed a clientelist system based on rewarding 

behavior indicating ideological commitment, a system he called 

“principled particularism.” See Communist Neo-

Traditionalism: Work and Authority in Chinese Industry 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). 

Finally, I would like to suggest that the pessimistic picture of 

China today portrayed in the final chapters of Disenfranchised 

may only reflect a certain historical period. Today, with the 

enactment of the Labor Contract and Social Insurance laws, and 

the continuation of systems such as staff and workers' 

congresses and rationalization proposal mechanisms, formal 

workers in state-owned enterprises still have a sense of their 

industrial citizenship rights. This is why many workers have 

chosen to swim against the tide and challenge the imposition of 

despotic “management rights” in their workplaces. They 

continue to struggle to restructure workplace power, demanding 

that party cadres fulfill the socialist promises of equality and 

democracy. Their activism is certainly limited and precarious, 

but today they can pursue the goal of socialist industrial 

democracy in a more autonomous fashion, freed from the 

institutional constraints and the charismatic edicts of the past.  

 

3  Zhou Xueguang argues that the governance system 

established in China after 1949 combined legacies of 

“monarchical bureaucracy” with charismatic authority. See 

Zhou Xueguang, “Guojia Zhili Luoji Yu Zhongguo Guangliao 

Tizhi: Yige Weibo Lilun Shijiao” (State Governance Logic and 

Chinese Bureaucracy: A Weberian Perspective), Kaifang 

Shidai (Open Times), 2013 (3): 14. 
4 See Andrew Walder, Communist Neo-Traditionalism. 


