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irst, I would like to thank Alex Day and the PRC History 

Review for organizing this roundtable, and all of the 

contributors for their thoughtful reviews of 

Disenfranchised. Reading their comments is particularly 

rewarding, as they are part of the key audience for whom I 

wrote the book. While I also had a broad audience in mind, my 

research has always been primarily oriented to answering 

questions of particular concern to a narrower group: Those who 

are disappointed that twentieth-century communist efforts to 

level class distinctions failed, and are interested in learning 

from these experiments in order to inform future efforts to 

diminish inequality. Although the reviewers approach this 

problem from different perspectives, they all share this general 

orientation. 

 

In the paragraphs below, I’ll only be able to address a few of 

the many thought-provoking issues raised by reviewers. 

 

Industrial citizenship and autonomy    

 

Several reviews probe the foundations and implications of what 

I called industrial citizenship, the central concept of the book. 

Lin Chun points out that I exaggerated the lack of mobility 

between workplaces during the work unit era; it was, she writes, 

not as difficult or uncommon as I suggested for workers to 

move from one work unit to another. I have to admit that my 

repeated reference to permanent employment tended to 

overstate the lack of mobility. Nevertheless, compared to urban 

workplaces in any other country, Chinese work units were at 

the extreme end of employment stability, which underpinned a 

particularly strong version of industrial citizenship.  

  

Felix Wemheuer raises the negative side of citizenship, 

exclusion. In the book, I acknowledged the negative side, but 

focused on the positive side, inclusion. We certainly cannot 

ignore the negative side, however. During the socialist era, 

virtually everyone in China was a member of collective 

organization, typically an urban work unit or a rural production 

brigade, and the economic entitlements provided by these 

organizations to their members were denied to outsiders. 

Although the egalitarian ethos inherent in citizenship, 

especially when combined with communist ideology, led to 

remarkably equal distribution within units, these units had 

access to very different resources. For good reason, Wemheuer 

focuses on the urban-rural divide, but there were also huge 

differences on both sides of this divide, between better-off and 

poorer villages and between the best-provisioned state 

enterprises and poorly equipped collective enterprises.        

 

Moreover, the work unit system fostered parochialism, as 

workers tended to divide the world into members of their own 

unit and outsiders. This is inherent in the nature of citizenship, 

national or industrial, and can foster efforts to protect resources  

 

from outsiders. Those of us on the left have a duty to oppose the  

entrenchment of inequality among entities defined by 

citizenship boundaries, contest the systematic enrichment of 

some entities at the expense of others, and resist exclusionary 

politics within these entities. This includes opposing the denial 

of rights to immigrants and temporary workers. Yet, if we value 

the goal of democracy based on popular sovereignty, we can 

hardly do without the structure of citizenship, which defines the 

group understood to be sovereign. In the context of the 

workplace, we certainly cannot adopt the neoliberal principle of 

open labor markets, which denies workers the right to their jobs 

and places the power to hire and fire exclusively in the hands of 

employers. Navigating this challenge requires a dialectical 

approach that balances contradictory principles. In Chinese 

work units, that meant opposing the weakening of lifetime job 

tenure, while also demanding equal rights for temporary 

workers and the transformation of their status to permanent. 

 

While Wemheuer views issues surrounding citizenship largely 

through the lens of economic inequality, others—including Lin 

and Ivan Franceshini—appreciate the book’s focus on its 

political implications. A common critique of the work unit 

system, most clearly articulated by Andrew Walder, is that the 

system fostered dependency, which he argues led to worker 

powerlessness and quiescence. Walder’s argument provides the 

book’s main foil. While workers were, indeed, dependent on 

their work units to provide most of their needs, the inference 

about powerlessness and quiescence is unfounded. Permanent 

job tenure protected resistance and also encouraged, in 

Hirschman’s terminology, not only loyalty, but also voice 

(rather than exit). This stands in sharp contrast to the current 

political conditions in Chinese workplaces, where workers’ 

power has been greatly diminished by their precarity. 

 

Turning to autonomy, Lin is concerned that I place too much 

weight on it, suggesting that I see autonomy as a “prerequisite 

for full citizenship” and “the essence of democracy.” While it 
is true that I see autonomy as very important, I would not put it 

in such a central position. In fact, in my conceptual framework, 

autonomy is only related to democracy under conditions in 

which workers enjoy industrial citizenship; where they do not, 

some employees may enjoy a certain level of individual 

autonomy, but democracy is not even on the agenda (as is the 

case, for instance, at Google). Moreover, it is possible to enjoy 

citizenship rights without enjoying much autonomy (and this is 

the case in many countries, as well as in many workplaces 

organized along paternalistic lines). Lin is right that the most 

critical problem faced by migrant workers is not lack of 

autonomy; in fact, they do enjoy a kind of autonomy that comes 

with mobility, but they have virtually no citizenship rights in 

urban workplaces, and their claims to citizenship rights in the 

village are under threat. 
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Marc Blecher concludes that what was ultimately lacking in 

China and other Communist countries was a party that really 

represented the workers. Mao, of course, saw himself as the 

most farsighted representative of the long-term interests of the 

Chinese working class. This assessment can be contested, of 

course, but I think the problem Blecher is getting at has less to 

do with long-term visions and more to do with concrete 

institutions. I would argue that the fundamental problem was 

the failure to develop truly representative institutions in which 

the masses had a real say. This would have required welcoming 

a type of autonomy and contestation that was foreign to the 

CCP’s political culture, which had been shaped by the 

requirements of the harsh revolutionary struggle that brought it 

to power. 

 

Depoliticization 

 

Chris Connery reconsiders the history I recount from the angle 

of depoliticization. Reading his review, I realize that the entire 

book could have been organized around this framework. During 

the Mao era, the CCP created a hyper-political society in which 

everyone was encouraged—even compelled—to be actively 

involved in the Communist project of politically transforming 

Chinese society. After Mao’s death in 1976, while changes in 

China’s economic and social structures took place only 
gradually, depoliticization began immediately. Soon after he 

took power, Deng Xiaoping declared unambiguously: 

“Speaking out freely, airing one’s views fully, writing big 

character posters, and holding big debates have never played a 

positive role.”1 He instructed the populace: “Extracting more 

oil is the politics of the petroleum industry, producing more coal 

is the politics of coal miners, growing more grain is the politics 

of peasants, defending the frontiers is the politics of soldiers, 

and working hard in study is the politics of students.” 2 

Connery’s concept of depoliticization exactly captures Deng’s 

first goal, which laid the groundwork for subsequent changes. 

Many workers who initially welcomed Deng’s relaxation of 

requirements for political participation later came to regret the 

loss of workers’ power that followed depoliticization.  

 

If I had chosen the angle of depoliticization, I would have told 

a somewhat different story. As Ivan Franceshini points out, the 

lack of an analysis of the protests of 1989 is an obvious 

shortcoming of the book. I failed to discuss these protests 

because they did not fit easily into the book’s central narrative, 

which was about shifts in power relations within factories; by 

the end of the chapter on the 1980s, this narrative was absorbed 

in the building conflict over what would soon be called 

industrial restructuring. In a narrative about depoliticization, 

1989 would have stood out as a watershed moment. By then, 

workers had largely retreated from politics outside the 

workplace, and had turned their attention to factory welfare 

issues. Nevertheless, as Connery points out, many did join the 

massive protests in Tiananmen Square in the spring of 1989 and 

the crushing of these protests marked the beginning of an era of 

a harshly enforced depoliticization that extends to this day. 

 

The factional battles of the Cultural Revolution, the most 

intensely politicized moment of the post-1949 era, are a focus 

of several reviews. Connery and Blecher both note the sharp 

contrast between workers’ freewheeling engagement in the 

upheavals of the Cultural Revolution and their more 

constrained participation in factory staff and workers congress 

(SWC) meetings. Mao, who was drawn to non-institutionalized 

politics (especially radical upheavals that brought the masses 

into the streets), inspired the first, and had little interest in the 

SWC and other forms of institutionalized mass participation, 

which he believed sidelined or handcuffed the masses. 

Consequently, Mao’s death marked the end of non-

institutionalized political contention, and the beginning of a 

“golden age” of institutionalized participation via the SWC. As 

Connery notes, however, there was a simultaneous shift from 

political to economic participation. During the Cultural 

Revolution, workers were encouraged to raise political 

criticisms and demands, but economic demands were off limits, 

while in the 1980s the opposite was true. During both periods, 

if workers’ participation had not been constrained from above, 

they would have raised both political and economic demands.  

 

Not surprisingly, Wemheuer raises questions about my 

interpretation of factional conflicts among workers during the 

Cultural Revolution, as we have both been investigating these 

conflicts, with his research concentrated in Shandong and mine 

in Henan and Hubei. Noting that rebel factions in Shandong 

were able to take power, he takes issue with a passage in my 
book, which he interprets as suggesting that rebels only took 

power in Shanghai. That was not my meaning, as rebels in 

Henan and Hubei—like their counterparts in Shandong—did 

take power for a period of time. From what I’ve been able to 

gather, rebels in Henan, Hubei, Shandong, and many other 

provinces all experienced—in broad outline—the same 

dramatic ups and downs during the Cultural Revolution decade. 

Shanghai, however, was different in that the rebels (or, at least, 

the main rebel confederation) consistently held the dominant 

position from 1967 to 1976. 

 

Wemheuer also suggests that I may be too credulous of the 

accounts offered by rebels I interviewed. I readily admit that I 

am generally more sympathetic to the rebels’ cause than that of 

their conservative opponents, but I interviewed people on both 

sides (as well as others who tried to avoid the fray). Overall, I 

found no reason to consider the accounts of those on one side 

or the other as more accurate. They all had distinct experiences 

and perspectives, and generally they all “presented themselves 

in the best way,” although some were more contrite than others. 

In the book, I note the violent retribution exacted by rebels 

when they had the upper hand, and show how power seizures 

converted rebels from protesters into avid (and not always 

entirely scrupulous) contenders for power. Moreover, I was 

never convinced—as many erstwhile rebels I interviewed 

were—that if they had prevailed they would have made better, 

more honest, or more committed leaders than the veteran 

cadres. 

 

The huge turn engineered by Deng and his colleagues after 

Mao’s death entailed not simply the depoliticization of society, 

but a radical shift in the actual politics of the CCP. In 

highlighting this shift, Lin questions the accuracy of the 

following passage in the book: “Conventional accounts portray 

the reforms carried out by Deng Xiaoping and his successors as 



Andreas, “Response,” The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 2 (December 2020): 22-24. 

 

 24 

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.” Lin points out that the content of the CCP’s 

politics has changed tremendously, which is absolutely true, but 

this passage refers to the form, not the content. My point was 

that while the structures of state power have remained largely 

the same, Chinese enterprises have been fundamentally 

restructured to resemble capitalist firms, replacing staff and 

workers council meetings with shareholders meetings. The shift 

from socialist to capitalist politics has not required a shift in 

state structures, but it has required a shift in the political 

structures of the workplace. 

 

The global context 

 

In his review, Bill Hurst provides a concise and accurate 

summary of the main points of the book, but suggests I was too 

parochial and too restrained in exploring the implications of my 

analysis beyond China. This was certainly not my intent. My 

aim was to convince readers that developments in China were 

part of global era of industrial citizenship, and I hope the book 

will help redefine the nature of the postwar era. Moreover, I 

hope it will help put the goals of industrial citizenship and 

industrial democracy back on the agenda (as they have been 
effectively swept off the agenda by the neoliberal juggernaut). 

In retrospect, I realize that my intervention was more limited 

than I had imagined, as I mainly described—but did not do as 

much to explain—the rise and fall of industrial citizenship 

around the world. Clearly, there is a lot more to do in order to 

accomplish these objectives. 

 

Lin has the opposite take: She is disappointed that I played 

down the distinctiveness of the Chinese Revolution by 

presenting it as part of a global wave. Although I agree that 

events in China were highly distinctive, I think it is important 

to recognize that the Chinese Revolution was part of epochal 

events that spanned the globe. The CCP would never have come 

to power had it not been for the October Revolution and the 

Second World War; by the same token, the Chinese Revolution 

and the subsequent Cultural Revolution inspired rural-based 

insurgent strategies and radical upheavals across the globe. 

 

Lin also raises a more fundamental critique of the book: that I 

focused too narrowly on workplace politics, neglecting the 

importance of state power, and that I obscured the fundamental 

differences between socialism and capitalism by analyzing 

workplace governance on both sides of the Cold War divide 

using the same analytical framework. She is right that socialism 

 
1  Deng Xiaoping, Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping (1975-

1982). Beijing: Foreign Languages Press (1984), pp. 241-242). 

and capitalism are different in fundamental ways, and that none 

of the factory-level developments I described in the book could 

have taken place without the CCP taking state power. I would 

offer the following explanations for my choices. Regarding my 

focus on the workplace: one of the main aims of the book is to 

make readers see the workplace itself as a political entity, which 

sometimes required a narrow (perhaps myopic) focus on 

workplace politics. Regarding my analytical framework: while 

the aim of this framework is to encourage comparison of factory 

regimes under different types of states, I did not intend to imply 

that state type makes no difference; the purpose of comparison, 

after all, is not only to find similarities, but also to identify 

differences. 

 

Prospects 

 

In an acute observation, Blecher points out that in my account 

of the Mao era, verbs usually take an active form (that is, I 

describe individuals—from Mao down to shop floor rebel 

leaders—as active agents struggling to shape the contour of 

events), while in my account of the post-Mao era, the passive 

voice predominates. I certainly did not mean to diminish the 

agency of Deng Xiaoping and his colleagues, who pursued their 

objectives with a high degree of cunning, competence, and 

success. I suppose my choice of verbs reflected my assessment 
that Mao and his comrades were trying to forge, in Blecher’s 

words, a counter-hegemonic path (distinct even from that taken 

by their Soviet elder brothers), while Deng and his comrades 

were looking for a path to success within the constraints of the 

existing global order. I have to admit that my grammar may 

betray a certain grudging—and perhaps not entirely justified—

acceptance of the inevitability of events.          

 

Finally, I appreciate Wenjuan Jia’s careful reading of my book, 

as well as the optimism of her conclusion—that a “specter of 

industrial democracy still haunts post-socialist China.” I have 

to admit, however, that I’m not as optimistic as she is about the 

effects of China’s recent labor contract and social insurance 

laws, which—even if they curb some abuses and provide 

welcome benefits—are designed to shore up a system based on 

precarious labor. While the unfulfilled promises of the Chinese 

Revolution, with its radical visions of social equality and 

popular democracy, will continue to haunt China for 

generations, these historical specters will only take more 

corporal form through a powerful groundswell from below. 

 

  

 

2 Deng quoted in Maurice Meisner, The Deng Xiaoping Era: An 

Inquiry into the Fate of Chinese Socialism, 1978-1994. New 

York: Hill and Wang (1996), p. 181. 


