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n the midst of hyper debates of knowledge economy, 

automation and information technology, gig workers and 

digital labor in a financialized, “post-industrial” age, it is 

refreshing to read a tour de force of “industrial citizenship.” I 

see Joel Andreas’ honest and vivid new book, with a double 

messaged title of enfranchisement and disfranchisement, as a 

rare homage to China’s once proud working class. It’s also a 

timely reminder that we should not lose sight of the political 

economic fundamentals at a critical global conjuncture: 

millions upon millions of direct industrial producers in a real 

economy, many in dire conditions, are still massively producing 

for China and the world. This is not to say that themes like the 

future of work in an “intelligence society,” from surveillance 

capitalism to platform socialism and so on, are unimportant. But 

forgetting our intimate historical legacies and pressing realities 

is not an option. Moreover, frankly I’m delighted that Andrew 

Walder’s influential one-sided dependency thesis can be 

definitively replaced at long last. While there is no way to go 

through all what I’ve learned, I’d share a few thoughts and 

questions below without any particular order.  

  

Assessment of the making and unmaking of Chinese socialism 

 

I’m not sure if Andreas would rather avoid any generalization 

of “Chinese socialism.” However, his focus on changing labor 

relations is core to the passing socialist experience in China. To 

me, a primary contribution of Disenfranchised is that it is a 

major case thoroughly demonstrating the extent of both 

socialist success (chapters 2-6) and its revoking (chapters 7-8). 

Workplace democracy had been a legitimate aspiration and 

practice, where “the norms of industrial citizenship were strong, 

participation was extensive, and workers had significant 

influence” in Chinese factories—“the world’s most durable 

industrial communities.” Such norms fostered among workers 

as stakeholders a sense of united identity, loyalty, pride, and 

entitlement. Self-organized mobilization during the cultural 

revolution, “Mao’s most audacious effort to introduce 

autonomous collective action and contentious politics into the 

work unit system,” further tempered industrial workers into “a 

formidable, class-conscious, and… potentially rebellious 

force” (pp.9, 81, 223, 62-3, 223, 168). On the other hand, 

“despite high levels of participation, predicted on lifetime 

tenure and relatively egalitarian distribution, industrial 

governance was democratic only in a very limited sense.” If it 

was highly participatory, “it was also fundamentally 

paternalistic” (pp.x, 20-1, 81).  

 

Industrial restructuring since the 1990s “marked the beginning 

of a fundamental shift in the nature of relations between 

[factory] leaders and workers” (p.187). The “two conversions” 

by market logic and profit orientation, of ownership, or 

privatization, and of employment, or commodifying labor,  

 

eroded the social foundation of industrial citizenship. Gone 

with work units is the world of workers: their job and lifetime 

security, communal ties, sociopolitical prestige, and culture of 

equality, collectivity, solidarity and participation. Small teams 

and SWCs are replaced by a director responsibility system 

under “state capitalism” or “market despotism.” “While the 

institutions of industrial citizenship have been seriously 

weakened in all countries, in China they have been largely 

destroyed” (pp.193-4, 225, 232). Far more than a “technocratic 

turn” of managerial rationalization, altered are structural 

relations. Only in light of this great reversal can the 

experimental socialist past be duly valued. Workers are 

nostalgic: In the Mao era, “your livelihood was guaranteed, 

…the enterprise practiced democratic management – 

employees manage ourselves, we took a lot of initiative… we 

felt like part of the working class” (Hao, p.149). In contrast, 

resenting maiduan or forced termination of tenure and other 

restructuring policies, “today the system is not fair” (Tan, 

p.202). “There’s no place for workers to speak. No one is 

representing them or fighting for their interests or their rights” 

(Fu, p.211). A most enjoyable part of the book is its splendid 

interview materials. Workers, men and women, speak for 

themselves.  

 

Overall, Andreas is tightly guarded against understating top 

down power monopoly and accountability deficiency which 

have hindered citizenship throughout the PRC history. His 

broad assessment is empirically substantiated. I concur in 

particular with the notion of “long 1980s.” I use it to separate 

the first decade of market reform as a socialist self-adjusting 

attempt from the following ones of neoliberal radicalization. 

That is, the crisis of socialism after the failed CR legitimized 

reform, not revolution; the latter would literally be 

counterrevolutionary by the baseline of 1949. In this 

connection, the opening passage of chapter 8 is questionable: 

“Conventional accounts portray the reforms carried out by 

Deng Xiaoping and his successors as transforming China’s 

economic structures, while leaving the political structures 

intact. That is largely true outside of the workplace, but inside 

the workplace politics have been completely altered” (p.192). 

The outside/inside distinction here makes neither historical nor 

conceptual sense to me. The degradation of workers is a 

manifestation of the overhauled productive and social relations 

as well as state’s power base. The commodification and 

disempowerment of labor are profoundly political. The liberal 

modernizationists may not find in China the kind of political 

reform they expected, but radical political and ideological 

repositioning has been both actual and necessary in paving the 

way for economic change. The depth of China’s political 

transformation, despite “regime durability,” may have well 

paled those big bang postcommunist transitions. 

 

An Epic Class Elegy 

 

Lin Chun, London School of Economics and Political Science 

I 



Lin, “An Epic Class Elegy,” The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 2 (December 2020): 17-18. 

 

 20 

 

Analytic framework of the argument 

 

The diagram in page 13 is super neat and rigorously stimulating. 

Admittedly, industrial citizenship “created boundaries between 

members and non-members, which impeded mobility and 

reinforced place-based inequalities” (p.220). This though is by 

no means a unique Chinese problem. It touches on a classical 

hurdle in the cooperative and workers’ control movements the 

world over, and indeed confines democracy to assuming 

bounded political community and exclusively defined people 

claiming power. A horizontal outlook of inter-communal 

relationships between the natives, new comers, and outsiders is 

yet to be cultivated. Stopping short of an elaboration, Andreas 

also overlooks the fact that moving jobs was neither very 

uncommon nor harmful to workers under central planning. 

What is missing from his framework is then the existence of an 

overarching social citizenship, despite its many flaws from the 

urban-rural divide and other hierarchies to political 

discrimination and exclusion.         

 

In this otherwise sophisticated two-dimensional typology, 

“autonomy” deemed prerequisite for full citizenship is 

somewhat ambiguous. While autonomy and citizenship 

(permitting possible tensions between them as well?) are seen 
as by themselves insufficient for participation and contestation, 

autonomy is insisted as the essence of democracy. But if 

promoting “democratic management” and encouraging 

grassroots participation was the party’s ideological and 

organizational mandates in China, can we really demarcate 

impetuses from above and below in their dialectic interaction? 

Opposing paternalism does not justify absolutizing or 

romanticizing autonomy, even endorsing voluntarism or 

syndicalism (in the old vocabulary). Additionally, the 

discursive capacity of autonomy as a normative gauge is too 

narrow to account for semi-proletarianization of migrant 

workers. Are such workers autonomous, having been twice 

disfranchised – first from their village communities 

(involuntarily in the sense of lacking alternatives) and then 

barred from urban status and benefits? 

 

The socialist state as a workers’ state 

 

I wonder if the label of “workers’ state” is acceptable to 

Andreas. Regardless, the state question is sidelined in a book 

focusing on factory level politics. Yet such a state was 

indispensable for the workers and is alive in their collective 

memory. Typically, once upon a time, “everybody in their heart 

was thinking about the country, they were thinking ‘I’m the 

master of the country, I want the factory to do well.’” Losing a 

state at least perceived as their own, however imperfect, 

workers nowadays dare not to say anything (Wen, p.214). 

That’s why officials become corrupt and party-mass relations 

collapse, as the party “no longer works on behalf of the masses” 

(Lin, pp.214-15). Since workers’ pursuit of common agenda 

was led by a class party, and class aspiration sought an 

expression in state power, the empowering institutions of 

industrial citizenship were not only trade unions and factory 

councils but also essentially the communist party and socialist 

state. That workers could be so utterly defeated and alienated 

from their workplaces as soon as support from above withdrew 

speaks volumes of the decisive impact of state power, enabling 

and dismantling alike, on the plight of labor. The pre-reform 

Chinese polity was not only about authoritarianism and 

dependency, but also about the mass line and popular 

participation as superbly depicted in the book itself. The 

passing of that polity is not a victory over paternalism but a 

failure of class power.  

 

At stake is then not merely accountability that Andreas stresses, 

but also representation. Paradoxically, workers were convinced 

to be capable of self-representation in a “revolutionary state.” 

In line with Marx (the Paris Commune model), Lenin (“every 

cook can govern”) and Gramsci (the subalterns can be 

philosophers), Mao distrusted professional politicians and 

believed that educators must be educated by the masses, 

notwithstanding his supreme personal authority. The common 

condemnation of a static “one party rule” thus addresses neither 

past complexities nor current dilemmas. The distinction 

between the two eras the workers pinpoint is vital – the 

communist regime past and present is a world apart. Being 

caught in this remarkable postsocialist dilemma, workers are 

torn between demanding state backing which is increasingly 

remote and finding alternatives which can be costly and just as 

unpromising. To opt for independent unionization, for example, 
is not only impractical but also to concede to state “neutrality” 

of relinquishing its constitutionally binding commitment to 

workers’ power and wellbeing. Furthermore, collective 

bargaining without challenging structural conditions of 

exploitation and domination is not a winning path of class 

struggle. The analytical framework of Disenfranchised allows 

little space for these puzzles to be pondered. 

 

By situating the Chinese case in a chronological global pattern 

without differentiating between socialist and capitalist 

industrial citizenship, a basic contextual factor is also forsaken: 

it was the communist revolution rather than any global wave 

that had brought workplace and social citizenship to China. In 

the same vein, a now deformed “workers’ state,” in its collusion 

with private and foreign monopoly capital, ultimately explains 

the subalternization of formerly stand-up workers.  

 

Economic democracy 

 

As marvellously detailed in Disenfranchised, even if China did 

not succeed in constructing a fully-fledged workplace 

democracy, a foundation was laid for the idea to be imaginable 

and pursuable. The eminent “Angang Constitution,” briefly 

mentioned in chapters 3 and 6, articulated the principle of 

workers, technicians and managers sharing roles in co-

management, so as to achieve technological innovation, multi-

skilled teamwork, flat communications and coordinated 

competition. It pioneered a managerial revolution in the East, 

paralleling post-Fordist reorganization of industrial capitalism. 

But Mao went still farther. Critical of the statist model that 

stifled human agency, he argued for subjective creativity in 

opposition to bureaucratization and the rigid divisions of 

labour. One doesn’t have to be a Maoist to appreciate the vision. 

Treating it seriously, especially in view of a post-CR revenge 

of bureaucracy, the Chinese project was more ambitious than 
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what is accentuated in the book: shop floor self-management, 

workers’ assemblies, “big democracy,” mass supervision, and 

revolutionary committees. Reflecting on the Soviet economics 

textbook, Mao remarked that the right to managing 

entrepreneurial as well as government affairs should be labor’s 

“biggest and most fundamental right.”1 This towering goal is 

larger than industrial citizenship and deserves a mention to 

theoretically connect Angang, the continuous revolution, the 

transient “bourgeois right” (Critique of the Gotha Program), 

and the ultimate emancipation of labor. 

 

Class and structure of feelings 

 

Defying Andreas’ modesty, Disenfranchised is an epic elegy of 

a historical class. The last chapter elucidates the impossibility 

of recovering industrial citizenship given capital’s sovereignty: 

Apart from the inhumane neoliberal order of depressed wages 

and deprived security, recognition and rights, as well as a highly 

repressive state environment for organized resistance, 

informality and precarity of the workforce obstructs class 

formation and consciousness. In the place of a formally 

“leading class,” cadres appointed from above, paid many times 

 
1 A Critique of Soviet Economics, New York: Monthly Review 

Press, 1977. 

more than workers, and attending no frontline works are new 

masters along with private owners and managers. Read their 

astonishingly condescending comments (e.g. p.210), and note 

that they no longer call older workers shifu. “Now even in 

enterprises that are still state owned, the factory leadership 

manages according to the private ownership model… that’s 

fundamentally undemocratic” (Zhang, pp.216-7). The 

politically marginalized workers, precarious and itemized as 

they are, have nevertheless deployed the language of class to 

depict and denounce their situation (e.g. Guo and Zheng, 

p.190). A poem found on a factory dormitory wall in the 1990s 

tells it all: “Toiling from the sunrise to the sunset / Toiling with 

drops of blood and sweat / Selling our labor to the boss, selling 

our bodies to the factory / Do what they dictate to you, no 

negotiation, no bargaining, but obey / Money is the magic, and 

what the capitalists bestow on you / A commodity, a 

commodity.”2 

 

Whatever is debatable, this awesome engagement in the moral 

and institutional predicaments faced by China and its workers 

should be widely read and discussed. 

 

2  Quoted in Pun Ngai, Made in China, Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2005: 23. 


