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n Disenfranchised: The Rise and Fall of Industrial 

Citizenship in China, Joel Andreas builds on his earlier book, 

Rise of the Red Engineers: The Cultural Revolution and the 

Origins of China’s New Class, 1  moving from a focus on 

students and the university to workers and the factory. At issue 

is whether revolutionary institutions could be built to 

deconcentrate political power, and, as such, it is no surprise that 

the events of the Cultural Revolution are at the center of both 

books. The first investigated the battle over how power was 

distributed between political and cultural elites within the 

university. Built on an extensive foundation of interviews, 

Andreas’ new book shifts to the factory to ask how and to what 

extent workers were able moderate the power of leaders, 

investigating the construction and practice of institutions of 

“Democratic Management” along with their limits and ultimate 

failure. 

 

Whereas in Andreas’ earlier book he used the theoretical 

framework of political and cultural capital from Bourdieu, in 

this new volume he frames these struggles with the concepts of 

industrial citizenship (namely secure job tenure) and autonomy 

(the independent ability to organize participation and collective 

action as stakeholders), both necessary to the construction of 

democratic management and worker supervision of cadres, with 

effective workers’ autonomy dependent on the existence of 

industrial citizenship. Andreas argues that while a form of 

industrial citizenship for workers did emerge within the danwei 

system, workers never attained the autonomy of action 

necessary to truly hold factory and party leaders accountable to 

the masses, or at least, such autonomy was never 

institutionalized. In this sense, Disenfranchised sits between 

Andrew Walder’s influential Communist Neo-Traditionalism: 

Work and Authority in Chinese Industry,2 with its stress on 

working class dependency within the danwei system, and Jackie 

Sheehan’s Chinese Workers: A New History,3 which on the 

contrary leans towards a syndicalist celebration of workers’ 

autonomy. Andreas, instead, emphasizes the complex 

interaction of industrial citizenship and worker autonomy 

within the context of changing state politics. 

 

Within this framework, the Cultural Revolution is reinterpreted 

in the context of developing forms of mass supervision that 

were to hold leaders accountable to the masses, and it entailed 

a moment in which the stifled autonomy of workers broke 

through as never before, especially in its early years. In this 

sense, Andreas interprets the Cultural Revolution as a more 

“modest” attempt by Mao to limit the power of cadre. However, 

the partial autonomy gained by workers never found an 

institutional form, and the power of workers receded as the 

party-state reasserted itself. While staff and workers congresses 

persisted into the 1980s along with the danwei system, by the 

mid-1980s, the party had begun dismantling industrial  

 

citizenship with the expansion of limited-term contract 

employment and the power of factory directors. This process 

accelerated in the 1990s, leading to the disenfranchisement of 

industrial workers, the final end of the experiments that 

emerged in the first decades of the PRC, and the victory of 

“market despotism” over industrial citizenship (225). While the 

book focuses on the story of Chinese workers and institutions, 

Andreas also puts the rise and fall of industrial citizenship into 

broader, global perspective. 

 

This roundtable begins with a review by Bill Hurst, who looks 

at the organization of the book and its use of sources, asking the 

extent to which the story Andreas tells is “portable to contexts 

beyond China.” Wenjuan Jia argues that the history of worker 

participation and activity (and their limits) continue to haunt the 

contemporary moment, and industrial citizenship, while 

severely limited, still has an institutional footing. Next, 

Christopher Connery expands on Andreas’ understanding of 

worker politics, placing it in the context of discussions of 

politics and depoliticization. For Connery and his interlocutors, 

the Cultural Revolution was a moment when “the factory 

emerges as a political site, that is, a site not of the State, but of 

the emergence of new forms of subjectification.” This leads 

Connery to focus on what he calls the “dialectics of autonomy,” 

the site of workers’ politics. Focusing on the danwei and its 

disappearance, Ivan Franceschini puts Disenfranchised into a 

broadly global and historical context, emphasizing the book’s 

contemporary relevance. In his review, Marc Blecher argues 

that Disenfranchised “profoundly reverses our understanding of 

factory politics in the Maoist period,” pointing out that it 

counters the long-standing narrative of worker dependency first 

argued by Walder in Communist Neo-Traditionalism. Blecher 

thus pays particular attention to the question of workers’ agency 

and politics in the construction of industrial citizenship in 

China, and on how the politics that often broke outside 

institutions could at the same time work within them. However, 

as Blecher points, with the dismantling of industrial citizenship 

structural determination seems to overcome agency in Andreas’ 

narrative. Felix Wemheuer focuses on the question of inclusion 

and exclusion from industrial citizenship, pointing out that the 

majority of the population was not and could not gain access to 

the benefits of this form of citizenship. In our last review, Lin 

Chun reads Andreas’ narrative of worker “enfranchisement and 

disfranchisement” within the framework of state socialist 

politics, suggesting the need for a nuanced account of the 

interaction of worker and state politics, especially concerning 

the period of the long 1980s. Finally, Joel Andreas responds in 

detail to the main points in the reviews. 

 

  

 

Editor’s Introduction 
 

Alexander F. Day, Occidental College 

 

I 



Day, “Editor’s Introduction,” The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 2 (December 2020): 1-2. 

 

 2 

 
1 Joel Andreas, Rise of the Red Engineers: The Cultural 

Revolution and the Origins of China’s New Class (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2009). 

2 Andrew Walder, Communist Neo-Traditionalism: Work and 

Authority in Chinese Industry (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1988). 
3 Jackie Sheehan, Chinese Workers: A New History (London 

and New York: Routledge, 1998). 


