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PREFACE

THE ACCOUNTS IN THIS BOOK, told in workers’ voices from inside China,
are drawn directly from radio interviews conducted by Han Dong-
fang, whowas a leader of the BeijingWorkers’ Autonomous Federa-

tion (BWAF), an independent laborgrouporganizedduring theTiananmen
Squareprotests.Han today carries on thefight fromHongKong, through
theChina Labour Bulletin (CLB), his radio broadcasts and other activities.
More than other authoritarian regimes in the last decades, China’s dic-

tators understood the significance of the kind and level of public unrest
that expressed itself in the Tiananmen protests. They had followed
closely the collapse of communism inEasternEurope and the critical role
played by the independent Polish trade union Solidarnosc and its leader
Lech Walesa in those historic events. The Chinese authorities knew
what they stood to lose if they permitted an independentworkers’move-
ment inChina, andmoved ruthlessly to crush the protests and thework-
ers’ movement.
To help readers to gain a fuller understanding of those protests, as

well as the perspective of workers in China that are expressed in the
interviews, this Preface touches onHan’s personal story and reviews crit-
ical aspects of the contemporary Chinese labor and political scene.

In the late hours of June 3, 1989, combined infantry
and armored units of China’s People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) swept through the dark streets of Beijing,
heading toward historic Tiananmen Square at the
city’s center. Tanks crashed through the barricades
that the city’sworkers and residents had constructed
at everymajor intersection. Thosewho attempted to
impede the troopswere shot and killed, orwounded.
Certainly hundreds, and possibly thousands, died in
the streets of Beijing before the break of dawn.
The ultimate target of the PLAwas the leadership

ofChina’s fledgling pro-democracymovement,which
had occupied Tiananmen Square.1 That movement
had started sevenweeks earlier, growing out of small
studentdemonstrations that followed the suddendeath
of Communist Party of China (CPC) General Secre-
tary Hu Yaobang. Hu was a reformer who had been
forced out of oace by the Communist Party leader-

ship after the pro-democracy protests of late 1986 and
early 1987. InApril andMay 1989, similar demonstra-
tionsmushroomed, growing into anationalmovement
that captured the imaginationof students andworking
people all over China. Its inspirational center was a
nonviolent sit-in and hunger strike in Tiananmen
Square,where protesters symbolically confronted the
power of the Chinese state: On one side of the square
was theGreatHall of the People (themeeting place of
China’s legislature, the National People’s Congress),
and in themiddle of the squarewas themassivemau-
soleum containing the embalmed body of the revolu-
tionary founder of theChinese communist state,Mao
Zedong. Theprotesters constructed their own icon on
the square, a papier-mâchégoddess ofdemocracywhich
bore a close resemblance to the Statue of Liberty.
The original student demands focused on simple

reforms: an end to oacial graft and corruption, free-
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dom of expression and the press, and respect for the
rule of law. As the weeks went on, the students also
asked that the government talkwith their elected rep-
resentatives on how to achieve these goals. But the
mildness of the student demands belied the signifi-
cance of their actions. Their opendefiance of the estab-
lished authorities was a radical act in a nation long
ruled by an authoritarian regime, and it shook the
40-year rule of the CPC to its roots.
On May 4, 100,000 Beijing residents marched in

support of the emerging pro-democracymovement.
The octogenarian CPC elders knew well the mean-
ing of such an outpouring on this particular day: It
was the 70th anniversary of the student protests of
the 1919May FourthMovement. Those protests, sup-
ported by workers in Beijing and Shanghai, had
forced the resignation of government ministers and
spawned the nationalist, communist, and demo-
cratic movements that would modernize and revo-
lutionize China.2

In 1989, the Communist Party leadershipwas par-
ticularly worried by signs of growing support for
the student protests among China’s working people
and by the emergence of independent unions. The
example of Eastern Europe and the crucial role of
Poland’s Solidarnosc trade union in breaking that
communist regime was uppermost in the minds of
China’s communist leadership. They were deter-
mined to maintain their own rule, with brute force
if necessary. Martial law took effect on May 20, but
it had little impact, as local army units refused to
move against civilians. Little more than two weeks
later, massive contingents of the PLA, 300,000 troops
in all, were brought from all other parts of China to
invade Beijing on the express orders of the Chinese
Communist leaders.

China’s Workers Organize
for Democracy
As word of the approaching PLA troops and vio-

lence spread across the vast expanse of Tiananmen
Square,HanDongfang sleptfitfully inside a tent.3 A26-
year-old railroad electrician, Han was the elected
spokespersonof theBeijingWorkersAutonomousFed-
eration, the independent labor group that had been
organized during the course of the protests: It was, in
e`ect, the first proto-trade union that China had seen

since theHundredFlowersMovement of 1956-57.Han
lived near Tiananmen Square and had been drawn to
the earliest protests.A self-taughtworker-intellectual,
he was delivering speeches of his own before long,
explaining how the Chinese constitution gave work-
ers the right to organize their own unions. This right
had been appropriated by the All China Federation
of TradeUnions (ACFTU), the pseudo-union created
and controlled by the Chinese state and the Chinese
Communist Party. A week after the protests began,
a small group of workers who had come together
around themwas taking the first steps to organize an
independent union. By April 21, crowds in Tianan-
men could be heard shouting the workers’ slogans:
“Down with oacial profiteering, eliminate corrup-
tion!” and “Stabilize prices and raise the wages of
workers!” Their message drew the attention of the
party elite: An authoritative Peoples’ Daily editorial
onApril 26 condemned “an extremely small number
of people with ulterior motives” who were “making
unauthorized use of the names of workers’ organiza-
tions [and] distribut[ing] reactionary leaflets.” Imme-
diately after the imposition ofmartial law onMay 20,
workers formed theBWAF, andHanDongfang joined
the following day.
The Chinese authorities condemned BWAF lead-

ers as “ill-intentioned troublemakers” whowould be
arrested if they did not cease their activities. Nonethe-
less, Han and his comrades continued towork, build-
ing a union infrastructure, piece by piece. Li Jinjin, a
graduate student of constitutional law with ties to
leading reformers within the Communist Party,
became a crucial ally of Han and the BWAF, and
helped craft its foundingmanifesto. “Our old unions,”
the statement read, referring to the ACFTU, “were
welfare organizations. But nowwewill create a union
that is not a welfare organization but one concerned
with workers’ rights.”
The students who had initiated and led the pro-

democracymovement didnot grasp the importance of
Chineseworkers to theirowngoals.Forall their remark-
able courage, the students saw themselves alone as the
“vanguard” of themovement, andoften arrogantlydis-
missed the e`orts of theworkers as insignificant.Han
had a rather di`erent view, one much more firmly
grounded inChinese history and current reality. “You
theoreticians,” he told ameeting of intellectual reform-
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ers to which Li had brought him, “can go on acting as
the brains of themovement, and the students can give
it its emotional spark. But unless the workers are the
main force, the struggle for democracywill never suc-
ceed.”

“We Are Not Afraid To Die.”
If the students were blind to the potential power

of the Chineseworkers and independent unions, the
conservative leadership of the CPC was not. Fully
expecting that the statewouldmove to suppress them,
the BWAF took whatever steps it could in the first
days of June to prepare for a confrontation.Han coun-
seled nonviolent resistance in the tradition of Gandhi
and Martin Luther King, Jr. “If they use violence
against us,” he said, “then we are unarmed, and we
will not resort to the use of violence against them.We
are prepared to go to prison, andwe are not afraid to
die.”
Exhausted after many sleepless nights, Han had

just fallen into a restless slumber on the evening of
June 3when one of his comrades awoke himwith the
news that the PLA troops were shooting people as
they advanced toward the square. He went outside,
where he saw tracer bullets flash against the dark
night sky. Shortly thereafter, a group of 15 to 20 young
people pushed their way into his tent, insisting that
there would be a bloody massacre in the square and
that hemust leave. Hewas China’s LechWalesa, they
told Han, and his destiny was to organize its Soli-
darnosc.4 Han initially resisted their pleas, but the
group eventually decided the question for him, phys-
ically picking him up and half-carrying him out of
his tent. Surrounding him so he would not be shot,
theywalkedhim to the eastern end of the square as the
PLA troops approached from the west. Once Han
was safely beyond the immediate fighting and near
his home, they told him to leave the city, and they
returned to Tiananmen to help others.Hannever saw
his young protectors again.
When the PLA armies finally entered Tiananmen

Square, their first targetwas the black-and-redBWAF
banner.5

Han hid for a few days in the home of a friend, and
then, without any realistic notion of what to do, he
bicycled into the neighboring Hebei province with
the naïve idea of traveling throughout China for a

year or two. He would meet and talk with workers
and peasants, he thought, studying their conditions
and learning about their aspirations in order to develop
a meaningful strategy for starting to build an inde-
pendent Chinese labor movement. A few days later,
Hanwas sitting ina café andsawhis face ona television
screen: TheMinistry of Public Security hadplacedhis
name at the top of the “most wanted” list of workers’
leaders of June 4. In the language of the state, hewas a
“black hand,” one of the chief “malevolent conspira-
tors” behind the Tiananmen protests. Han’s plan to
travel aroundChinawasclearlynotviable.Recallinghis
own public pledge that if the workers were to face jail
for supporting the pro-democracy movement and
organizing independent unions, he would be the first
to go, he decided tomake good on hisword.
Han returned to Beijing andwalked into theMin-

istry of Public Security’s headquarters next to Tianan-
men Square where he identified himself to a young
soldier on guard. “I am Han Dongfang,” he said. “I
understand that you are looking for me.” When a
security oacial told Han that he had made a wise
decision to give himself up and confess his crimes,
he responded that he had done nothing of the sort.
“I’mhere to answer your questions and to take respon-
sibility for what I did because I believe what we did
was absolutely right.”
Hanwas never accused of any violation of Chinese

law, but hewas immediately subjected to brutal inter-
rogations and physical torture which went on for
months. The aimwas to force a confession that repu-
diated his participation in the Tiananmen protests
and the BAWF. He refused to comply.
When it became clear that Han Dongfang could

not be broken, the Chinese authorities placed him in
a cell filledwith prisoners su`ering fromhighly com-
municable tuberculosis. He contracted the disease
and was denied medical treatment. To protest his
imprisonmentwithout trial and his ill-treatment,Han
went on several hunger strikes and almost died a
number of times. In crucial acts of solidarity, trade
unions around the world, including the American
labor movement, waged vigorous campaigns for his
release, keeping his name and his cause prominent
in the international public mind.
InApril 1991, after Han had been nearly two years

in prison, the Chinese authorities had Han’s family
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sign forms for his release. They had never been
informed of his illness. A 90-poundHanwas released
fromChina’s prison system so ill that he couldn’t even
standup onhis own.His right lungwas so badly dam-
aged by the tuberculosis that it would have to be
removed, forcingHan to leave China for surgery and
medical treatment, with the support of theU.S. trade
union federation, the American Federation of Labor
andCongress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO).
Once he had recovered from the operation and his ill-
ness in the U.S., Han made a number of attempts to
reenter China, starting in 1992. The Chinese author-
itieswould have none of it, though, and expelledHan
back to Hong Kong after every attempt.
In 1994, Han founded theHong Kong-based China

Labour Bulletin as a vehicle for supporting Chinese
workers who were trying to organize.6 CLB serves
as an information clearinghouse with a dual mis-
sion: to educate Chinese workers on the need for an
organized labormovement and to build international
solidarity with the struggles of Chinese workers. In
1997, Han began his Labor Express program on Radio
Free Asia.Workers from all over China began to call
in to his showwith first-person narratives of extreme
exploitation, unsafe and unhealthy working condi-
tions, strikes, and other labor actions. Through these
and other activities, Han Dongfang has continued
his labor leadership role and become the irreplace-
able advocate for Chinese workers and independ-
ent trade unionism in China.

The Chinese Labor Movement
When they organized the BWAF, Han Dongfang

andhis comrades argued that theChinese constitution
gave workers the right to establish independent
unions. In theory, the CPC was the party of Chinese
workers andpeasants, and theChinese statewas com-

mitted to the welfare of its working people above all
else.Moreover, the Chinese constitution formally rec-
ognized the freedoms of expression, press, associa-
tion, and demonstration — all fundamental to the
right to organize unions. But all the provisions in the
constitution that recognize democratic rights and lay
out democratic governancewere a dead letter because
of one clause that superseded all others and was
always implemented: the one-party rule of the Com-
munist Party under “the guidance ofMarxism-Lenin-
ism-Mao Zedong thought.” In the traditional
communist formulation, the state is the “dictatorship
of the proletariat.” In communist practice, the dicta-
torship — not the proletariat — has been the ruling
force in China and elsewhere.
How had the Communist Party come to exercise

this dictatorship at the expense of Chineseworkers?

An Arm of the State
Today, perhaps no nation’s workers need union

representation more than China’s. Yet the govern-
ment-controlled All China Federation of Trade
Unions is a trade union in name only. It is an arm of
the Chinese state and the CPC. The party appoints
all ACFTU leaders. There are no genuine elections.
Each of the ACFTU leaders comes from other high-
ranking positions in the state and the CPC. A 1990
ACFTU document, written in the wake of the
Tiananmen protests, explained the relationship this
way: “The administration of union cadres by the
[Communist] Party is an unchangeable principle.”
The document continues:

Trade unions must resolutely oppose any organiza-
tion or individual expressing political views counter-
ing those of theParty. …Ondiscovering the formation
ofworkers’ organizationswhich oppose theFourCar-
dinal Principles: [(1) to keep to the socialist road; (2) to
uphold thedictatorship of the proletariat; (3) to uphold

When it became clear that Han Dongfang could not be broken, the Chinese
authorities placed him in a cell filledwith prisoners suffering fromhighly com-
municable tuberculosis. He contracted the disease and was denied medical
treatment.Toprotest his imprisonmentwithout trial andhis ill-treatment, Han
went on several hunger strikes and almost died.
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Given Wal-Mart’s position as
the second largest corporation
in the world, its heavy depend-
ence on Chinese-based manu-
facturing for the products it
sells, and its history of strident
opposition to unions, the ACFTU
Wal-Mart campaign especially
has attracted a great deal of at-
tention around the world. After a
number of rebuffed overtures to
Wal-Mart’s top management, the
ACFTU began to organize Wal-
Mart’s retail workers independ-
ently—an historic first for both
the company and the ACFTU. All
of Wal-Mart’s 60 retail stores in
China and its thousands of em-
ployees were organized, in a
matter of months, by the end of
September 2006. Some ob-
servers, including some U.S.
union leaders who have estab-
lished close relations with the
ACFTU leadership, were quick to
seize upon this development as
evidence that the Chinese feder-
ation is remaking itself into a
genuine labor union.1

The truth is somewhat more
complex. The ACFTU had, in-
deed, been pressuring the high-
profile retailer since 2003 to
accept federation units in its fa-
cilities, in accordance with
China’s Trade Union law. In No-
vember 2004, the company ap-
peared to agree: “Should
associates [employees] request
formation of a union, Wal-Mart
China would respect their wishes
and honor its obligation under
China’s Trade Union Law.” 2

Despite these public pro-
nouncements, no ACFTU units
were created in Wal-Mart stores.

And then, in 2006, all of that
changed. According to the
China Labour Bulletin, it was the
intervention in March, 2006 of
Communist Party leader and

China President Hu Jintao, as re-
ported on August 15, 2006 edi-
tion of the Beijing daily
newspaper Xin Jing Bao (New
Capital News), that drove the
ACFTU’s organizing success
with Wal-Mart:

According to the ACFTU’s
records, On March 14 …
[2006]… CPC Central Com-
mittee General Secretary Hu
Jintao issued instructions on
a report titled A Situation
Analysis on the Factors of In-
stability in Foreign-invested
Enterprises in China’s Coastal
Area, and Some Proposed
Countermeasures. Hu Jintao
ordered: “Do a better job of
building Party organizations
and trade unions in foreign-
invested enterprises.” This
created a new and opportune
moment for union [ACFTU]
building in foreign enter-
prises. On March 16 the
ACFTU instructed its staff to
study Hu Jintao’s comments,
and it set the target of union-
izing 60 percent or more of
the country’s foreign-invested
enterprises by the end of
2006, and 80 percent or
more by the end of 2007. 3

Armed with their familiar
mandate — ensure worksite sta-
bility — the ACFTU churned for-
ward. Not surprisingly, in light of
the high level of regime interest
in the issue, Wal-Mart suddenly
became compliant. But compli-
ance did not necessarily signal a
change of heart regarding
unions. As noted by the China
Labour Bulletin:

Asked to explain why the
company had made this con-
cession when it refuses to
allow a union presence in its
stores in all other countries,
[company senior spokesman

Jonathan] Dong. … replied:
“The union in China is funda-
mentally different from
unions in the West. … The
[ACFTU] has made it clear
that its goal is to work with
employers, not promote con-
frontation.”4

Given the dubious prove-
nance of Wal-Mart’s “organizing”
campaign, Han Dongfang has
expressed some skepticism:

“A litmus test will be how the
ACFTU responds if the recently
elected Wal-Mart union officers
start demanding better working
conditions and wages from the
bad boy of the international re-
tail industry,” he said.5

Indeed, a full year after the
first Wal-Mart stores were or-
ganized, Wall Street Journal re-
porters found that most ACFTU
representatives were “unused to
agitating, preferring to hang out
at union clubhouses outfitted
with amenities such as karaoke
machines.”6 They were more in-
terested in collecting the twice
monthly dues from workers than
in advocating for them with
Wal-Mart. The few local ACFTU
representatives with an inclina-
tion to address workers’ needs
have been unable to make any
headway, given the legal limits
on collective action. Gao Haitao,
head of the Wal-Mart Nanchang
Bayi Square local union, was
completely thwarted in his ef-
forts to discuss the issue of
wages. “I feel helpless,” he told
the Journal. Han Dongfang now
describes the Wal-Mart locals as
“an instant-noodle union” that
“gives people false hope.”

Still, Han argues that Chinese
workers should take advantage
of every bit of political space the
Chinese state and CPC leave
open, including the govern-

AWal-Mart Revolution?
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the leadership of the Communist Party; (4) to uphold
Marxism-Leninism-MaoZedongThought] and endan-
ger the national regime, the trade unionmust imme-
diately report to same-level party committees and
senior-level unions, and must resolutely expose and
dissolve them. When necessary, the unions should
demand the dissolution of such organizations by the
government in accordance with the law.7

Take the story of LiuYoulin, a 29-year-oldmigrant
clothingworker.8 While ACFTUoacials sat on their
hands, Youlin organized a group of workers to force
the establishment of an ACFTU local branch at Neil
Pryde, a foreign-owned sportswear factory inGuang-
dong province. At the meeting to elect the oacers of
the new union, the local ACFTU chief proposed a
government-approved slate, the only one allowed on
the ballot: “For union committeemember: twowork-
ers and two company managers. For vice chairman:
the human resources director [of Neil Pryde]. For
chairman: Huang Hongguang, a top factory boss.”
Youlin and others objected, but to no avail. In the end,
the workers refused to vote for the company bosses
who then didn’t get a majority. That left a stillborn
union without any elected leadership.
Asworkplace conditions for Chineseworkers have

deteriorated under market reforms, the ACFTU has
signally failed to evolve into a genuine advocate for
labor. In 1982, the “right to strike”was removed from
theChinese constitution on the theory that therewere
no longer class contradictions between workers and
capitalists in “socialist” China, and thus no need for
strikes. China’s TradeUnion Lawnowmandates that
in cases of strikes and other job actions, the role of
theACFTU is that of a strikebreaker, to “… assist the
enterprise or institution in making proper prepara-
tions for resumingwork and restoringwork order as
soon as possible.”9

After June 4, 1989, those ACFTU leaders who had
expressed any sympathywith the autonomouswork-
ers’ organizations of the Tiananmen protest were
purged. The new ACFTU director, Ruan Chongwu,
proclaimed that “no trade unions opposed to the party
are allowed to be established.”10 When ratifying the
International Covenant onEconomic, Social, andCul-
tural Rights (ICESCR) in 2001,11 China specifically
reserved from its endorsement the section guaran-
teeing the right to form and join the trade union of
one’s choice, the same position it has long held with
respect to the norms and conventions of the Interna-
tional Labor Organization (ILO).12

A New Day for Labor Rights in China?
In recent years, the Chinese state and the CPC

have faced growing pressure from increasingly
widespread labor protests — tens of thousands of
them annually by the government’s own accounts.
Increasingly fearful that political stability and “har-
monious development” could fall victim to a grow-
ing tide of class struggle, China’s rulers have taken
new initiatives to secure labor peace. Invoking the
nationalist themes of the early Chinese labor move-
ment, the state has targeted international capital:
An influential 2005 government report blamed
growing income inequality and labor unrest in China
on the failure of foreign-owned enterprises to obey
labor law.
Two high-profile examples of the regime’s strat-

egy are an ACFTU campaign to organize local units
in enterprises owned bymultinational corporations;
most notably Wal-Mart’s retail stores (see sidebar)
and an e`ort to update individual employee contract
law. But international firms have become so accus-
tomed to the super-exploitation of China’s workers

ment’s claim that workers have
the right to belong to a union —
even if only the ACFTU. Accord-
ingly, he says, Chinese workers
should look for opportunities to
take over ACFTU locals at Wal-
Mart and elsewhere.6

1 “New Approaches to Promoting

Labor Rights in China” in Global Labor

Strategies Blog, June 7, 2007,

http://laborstrategies.blogs.com/global_l

abor_strategies/2007/06/new_ap-

proaches _.html and Mei Fong and Kris

Maher, “U.S. Labor Leader Aided China’s

Wal-Mart Coup” Wall Street Journal,

June 22, 2007.
2 “Wal-Mart Unionisation Drive Ordered

by Hu Jintao in March – A Total of 17 Union

Branches NowSet Up, China Labour

Bulletin, August 15 2006.”
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
5 Han Dongfang, “Enter the fire-breath-

ing dragon?,” South ChinaMorning Post,

September 30, 2006, http://www.china-

labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revi-

sion%5fid=39413&item%5fid=39412.
6 Han Dongfang, “It’s Our Union –And
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that they see even law enforcement and themildest of
legal reforms as a threat.
For example,multinational corporationsWal-Mart,

Intel, Google, and Microsoft, acting through the US-
ChinaBusinessCouncil and theAmericanChamberof
Commerce in Shanghai, fought the e`ort to update the
laborcontract law,whichwaseventuallyadopted inJune
2007.13 The new law represents a significant first step
forward in labor rights protection, bymaking it harder
for employers to fire workers and by extending labor-
lawsafeguards to city-basedmigrantworkers from the
countryside.14 Whilegenerallyprioritizing limited indi-
vidual rights over collective organization, the law does
authorize collectivebargainingbyACFTUlocals for the
first time.But there is little reasonto thinkthat localgov-
ernmentswill enforce the new law anymore faithfully
than they did the previous labor legislation.
The comments of a top Chinese legislator support

this view:

“If there is some bias in the application of the law, it
would be in favor of foreign investors because local
governmentshave great tolerance for foreign investors
in order to attract and retain investment,” Xin Chun-
ying, Vice-Chair of the Legislative A`airs Commis-
sion of the National Peoples’ Congress, told the South
China Morning Post. “Even if [the companies] violate
labor laws, [oacials] are still hesitant to resist them.”15

Nor is there much realistic hope that an ACFTU
hierarchy, which has seen itsmandate to “helpman-
agers monitor and control workers,” renewed from
the highest levels of the party, will transform itself
into its polar opposite — a forceful advocate of inde-
pendence, collective bargaining, higher wages,
improved benefits, and safer working conditions.

Conclusion
Formore thanhalf a century, the Chinese state and

the CPC have functioned as a mighty dam, contain-
ing the Chinese working people’s pursuit of justice
and keeping it from running its natural course. Yet,
as the stories of workers’ struggles in this book so
vividly illustrate, this containment is becoming increas-
ingly diacult.Year after year,workers’ protests against
exploitation grow innumber and intensity. The regime
thus far hasmanaged the crisis skillfully.
Above all else, Chinese working people now need

and want the freedom to organize their own unions.
If there is to be progress in China, especially in the
field of democratic governance andhuman rights, and
if the Chinese economy is to move into a pattern of
sustainable andmore equitable growth, China’swork-
ersmust be free to organize and join their ownunions.
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The fights between the communist and the nation-
alist unionswere among the first battles in a civil war
that lasted more than 20 years. The confrontations
between competing urban labor groups were essen-
tiallymarginal events in that larger political struggle,
which was interrupted only by the anti-Japanese
alliance during World War II. In this early period,
therewere important democratic reformers in China
who tried to competewith the communists andnation-
alists. The New Culture Movement and the May
Fourth student protests championed robust concep-
tions of democratic government and individual rights.2

Organizations such as the China Democratic Social-
ist Party and the ChinaDemocratic League attempted
to establish a “third force” thatwouldmoderate the life
and death struggle between the communists and

nationalists. To the extent that they remained polit-
ically active, however, these democratic leaders and
organizationswere increasingly caught in the unpalat-
able political dilemma of having to choose between
the lesser of two authoritarian evils.
Insofar as unions were concerned, urban indus-

trial workers remained a very small fraction of the
Chinese population. Most workers in China were
peasant farmers. Whichever party captured their
allegiance would prevail. Ultimately, it was the com-
munist party, led by Mao Zedong, which won that
battle. The “red armies” that defeated the Guomin-
dang and brought the communists to power came
from rural organizations and their ranks with filled
by peasants. Urban workers played no meaningful
role in the victory.

INTRODUCTION

Rudimentary organizations of working people in China dated back
to guilds of skilled artisans established in the mid-19th century in
major urban centers such asHongKong, Guangzhou [Canton], and

Shanghai.1 These cities were themain locations of European, Japanese,
and American colonies and trade concessions (in effect, mini-colonies
within cities). These protected precincts had been forced uponChina by
Japan and the Western Powers in the wake of China’s defeat in the
OpiumWars. Amodern industrial sector grew up in these imperialist
enclaves, inwhich the foreign powers established their own laws, police,
andmilitary. These agents of foreign imperialism often acted as agents
of foreign capital; thus Chinese workers were treated as second-class
citizens in their own nation. The most exploitative enterprises were
often foreign-owned, and as a consequence, the struggle for labor rights
was identified with the cause of Chinese nationalism.
Against this background, both theCommunistParty ofChina (CPC), on

the left, and the nationalist Guomindang, on the right, often grounded
their appeals toworkers in anti-imperialist, nationalist terms.Occasion-
ally, these two bitterly opposed groups would even work together in
Shanghai and other cities when it suited their short-term goals. Ulti-
mately, however, these “alliances of convenience” broke down in bitter
fighting.
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Communist Rule: Danwei
and the “Iron Rice Bowl”
In the first five years after assuming power in 1949,

the CPC imposed a command economy onChina sim-
ilar in design to Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union model,
with a central state planning apparatus in firm control.
Production units in the command economy, as well
as commercial enterprises, administrative offices, and
collective farms, were all referred to generically as
danwei orwork units. The industrial enterpriseswere
modeled after the large-scale state enterprises of the
Soviet Union.3 The danwei were “total institutions”:
In addition to organizing economic production, they
provided virtually all consumer goods for theirwork-
ers. They secured thewelfare of the urbanworkforce
from “cradle to grave,” supplying food, clothing, hous-
ing, education, transportation, and recreation, and
making available a generous social security system
of health care, child care, disability pay, and retire-
ment pensions.
The danwei was thus the primary vehicle for the

delivery ofwhat becameknownas the “iron rice bowl”
(tie fan wan), the social contract that guaranteed job
security, a steady income, and aminimumstandard of
living to an important, largely skilled segment of Chi-

nese workers. But the iron rice bowl was never uni-
versal. The government guaranteed it to urbanwork-
ers in the state-owned enterprises, the civil service, and
themilitary, but rural Chinese peasants andworkers
in the private sector and cooperative sector never
experienced the same level of security and compara-
tivematerial comfort.4 This class difference between
the “haves” (mostly urban) and “have nots” (mostly
rural and migrant) has been a source of continual
conflict under Communist rule.
The danweiwas a political and social, aswell as an

economic, institution: These facetswere closely inter-
twined in a paternalistic system of patron-client rela-
tions.5 The fullest meaning of the term paternalism
applies here, not simply the provision of all basic
material needs. The danweiwere authoritarian instru-
ments of control and surveillance, the unit of mobi-
lization for theCommunist Party of China’s ideological
and political campaigns of relentless “criticism and
self-criticism.” The authorities permitted almost no
communication among workers in different danwei.
This policy segmented and atomized Chinese life and
prevented the emergence of any kind of civil society.
The danwei intruded upon themost intimate aspects
of workers’ lives: an individual needed the authori-

Chinese Communist Party
leader Deng Xiaoping famously
said, in the context of his pro-
gram to push China towards a
free-enterprise economy, “It is
glorious to be rich.” But Deng’s
economic “advances” came at
great cost to workers. His eco-
nomic blueprint was drawn from
two sources: the market-based
reforms of Janos Kadar (Hun-
gary’s communist leader from
1956 to 1988) and the experi-
ences of Asia’s four “little drag-
ons” (Hong Kong, South Korea,
Singapore, and Taiwan).1 After
the repression of the democratic
Hungarian uprising in 1956,
Kadar pioneered the policy of
expanding economic initiative

and market freedom — as long
as the population accepted the
unchallenged political power of
the Communist Party. Similarly,
Deng perceived that the four
countries called the “little drag-
ons” had achieved strong eco-
nomic growth by combining
authoritarian political systems
with laissez-faire market
economies focused on export-
oriented industrialization.

The key to the Deng model is
China’s comparative competitive
advantage in the global econ-
omy, an advantage gained by
keeping labor costs artificially
low through political repression
and authoritarian rule. Under
Deng’s leadership, in a sharp re-

versal of Maoist state policy, the
Chinese government invited for-
eign investment from Asia,
North America, and Europe to
exploit its cheap labor through
both direct investment and joint
ventures with Chinese enter-
prises. After 1980, Special Eco-
nomic Zones and development
zones for foreign investment
sprang up along China’s eastern
coast, with heavy concentra-
tions in the Yangtze and Pearl
River deltas.

1 Ezra Vogel, Four Little Dragons: The

Spread of Industrialization in East Asia.

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press, 1991.) There are also sometimes

referred to as the four Asian tigers.

The Deng Xiaoping Economic Blueprint:
Forced Low Labor Costs and Political Repression
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zation and support of the danwei to change jobs or
residences, to acquire higher education, even to get
married. But the danweiwere much more than tools
of state repression and intrusion: they provided pos-
itive incentives for compliance to orders and politi-
cal loyalty, from the provision of the iron rice bowl to
privileges that local CPC authorities could provide to
political protégés, such as favoredwork assignments,
special access to consumer goods, and opportunities
for further education and career advancement. This
perpetuated and extended what the Chinese call
guanxi, a network of personal relations and personal
dependence characteristic of a traditional social order.
The contradictory nature of the danwei is perhaps

best understood by examining the relationship of this
system to theChinese trade unions that existed before
Communist rule. The iron rice bowl and wage sys-
tem were largely the work of Li Lisan, the first Min-
ister of Labor in the People’s Republic and acting head
of the Communist-controlled All China Federation
of TradeUnions (ACFTU),which is still the only legal
trade union in China. The post-1949 ACFTU was
transformed into a social welfare agencywhich, inso-
far as it had anyworkplace presence, functioned as an
instrument for ensuring labor discipline. Any hint
of deviation from that rolewas swiftly punished. For
example, at the end of 1951, Li lost his job after hewas
accused of, among other offenses, the political crime
of supporting limited autonomy (independence from
the party) for the ACFTU.
The injustice of the danwei system and the party’s

repressive policies angered many workers. In the
end, however, it was those excluded from a system
which, despite its oppressive nature, conveyedmany
material privileges, who felt the most resentment.
Accordingly, in 1956 and 1957, whenMao issued his
call for the Hundred Flowers campaign6 of free
expression and open criticism of the CPC, workers
excluded from the danwei system—temporary, con-
tract and migrant workers, workers in the private
and cooperative sectors, displaced workers, and
apprentices—respondedwith a wave of some 10,000
strikes and organized autonomous proto-unions.7

When Li’s successor at the ACFTU, Lai Ruoyu,
pointed out the obvious—that the class divisions
created under the Communist system had caused
the labor unrest—he, too, was charged with political

crimes and dismissed.Whenworkers criticized the
failures of the CPC, they were not ”blooming flow-
ers,” according to the regime, but “poisonousweeds”
that needed to be rooted out.

A Permanent Underclass
Throughout Maoist rule, the great preponder-

ance of China’s working people were trapped in rural
poverty. For these have-nots of the “other China,”
the iron rice bowl of the urban state-owned danwei
was an unrealizable aspiration. In post-1949 China,
every person was given a hukou, or residency per-
mit, which classified him or her as either an urban
or rural resident, and which gave him or her the
right to live, obtain employment, and procure food,
health care, and education in a single locale. An indi-
vidual’s hukou status was assigned, inherited from
one’s father, and enforced by the omnipresent police,
the Public Security Bureau. In this system, only
those with a hukou for an urban center had any hope
of finding a desirable position in a state-owned enter-
prise danwei; the migrants who came to a city with-
out this status constituted an illegal “floating
population,” devoid of rights and vulnerable to the
most brutal exploitation.8

In times of great shortage, such as during Mao’s
disastrous Great Leap Forward of 1958-60, the very
survival of workers without access to food rations
and of poor peasants in marginal rural areas was
jeopardized: Scholars estimate that somewhere
between 16 and 29million of China’s poorest people
died as a result of the extreme deprivations of Mao
Zedong’s experiment.9

In the hukou system, the regime created a perma-
nent underclass composed of Chinese peasants and
migrant workers that was denied citizenship status
and rights in the urban centers. The several Chinese
terms translated into English as “citizen”’—shimin
(city people), guomin (nation-state people), gongmin
(public people)—are revealing. Urban residents today
often employ the concept of shimin to evoke their
right to self-rule which excludes migrant and rural
Chinese.10 “In the city,” one migrant worker said,
“some people basically don’t consider us to be peo-
ple. They treat us as a thing. … We all [make this]
appeal—the whole society should not discriminate
against peasant workers.”11
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Chinese Workers Under
the Post-Maoist ‘Reforms’
The political violence and chaos of the Cultural

Revolution (1966-76),which dominated the last decade
of Mao’s life, were especially traumatic for the Chi-
nese people.12 Millions of CPC elders and leaders,
intellectuals, teachers, artists, and religious figures
were purged andpersecuted.Many of themweremur-
dered: The human toll of the Cultural Revolution has
been estimated at close to half amillion. Chinese edu-
cation and the economywere brought to a standstill,
an entire generation of youth was banished to the
countryside, and belligerent RedGuards brought the
nation to the brink of anarchic civil war.
WithMao’sdeath,DengXiaopingwasable touse the

widespread antipathy toward theCultural Revolution
to consolidate political power easily and purgeMao’s
close allies.He then launched amajor programofmar-
ket-based reforms, accelerated dramatically after 1992,
which transformed China’s economy. These reforms
have fueled a rapid rate of economic growth, above
eight percent annually for the last quarter century, but
huge numbers of Chinese workers and the Chinese
rural poor have been left out of this progress. China’s
GrossDomestic Product has increasedmore than ten-
fold since 1978, yet on a per capita incomebasis, China
remains one of the poorer nations in the world.
The Deng reforms exploited the hukou system.

Chinese labor in foreign enterprises has had an over-
whelmingly migrant character. This “floating” pop-
ulation now counts at least 120 million Chinese
workers, a substantially larger number than all other
urban workers combined.13 As internal migrants,
they are denied access to the state-subsidized pub-
lic services (including healthcare and children’s edu-
cation) that are available to regular urban residents.
Women are a little more than one-third of all migrant
workers in China, but in the special economic zones
in southeastern China, young woman account for
between 60 and 70 percent of the migrant workers.14

Working conditions for migrant Chinese laborers
often have been brutally exploitative.15 Throughout
China, workers’ wages are now kept 47 to 85 percent
lower than theywould otherwise be under prevailing
market conditions, and the greatest portion of this dif-
ferential comes frommigrantworkers.16 Theworkday
ofmigrant laborers is often 12 hours long, and inmany

cases even longer. In addition, theworkweek usually
extends through the weekend, with only one day off
per month being the norm. The factories themselves
are often run despotically, with fines and beatings for
violations ofwork rules.Migrantworkers often live in
squaliddormitories andeat barely edible foodprovided
by the enterprise, in a manner akin to 19th-century
“company towns” on theAmerican frontier.As a con-
sequence of thedrive toproduce as cheaply aspossible,
in many cases there is little concern for health and
safety: Occupational accidents and diseases among
Chinese workers, especially migrant workers, have
grown at a phenomenal rate formore than a decade.17

The Deng reforms have left China with a combi-
nation of the worst of both capitalism and commu-
nism. Its unregulated, laissez-faire economy rivals
the rapacious social Darwinism of 19th-century
Europe and North America for the brutal exploita-
tion of working people. At the same time, this
exploitation is enforced by one-party CPC authori-
tarian rule which allows no dissent and prohibits
Chinese working people from organizing to protect
their lives and interests.

Corruption and Inequality
As China moved from a command to a “market-

socialist” economy, the Communist elite used its
monopoly of political power to accumulate capital
and recreate itself as an economic class of the
wealthy.18 The 2000 proclamation of then-President
Jiang Zemin welcoming capitalists into the ranks of
the communist party only gave official sanction to the
widespread reality of high-ranking Communists
enriching themselves on a massive scale. Official
corruptionwas amajor issue in the 1989 Tiananmen
protests, and, as market-based reforms gained
momentum after 1992, corruption also soared. The
wholesale transformation of public wealth into pri-
vate fortunes, which marked the permeation of the
market economy, brought with it widespread and
pervasive corruption in the CPC and state appara-
tuses. Corruption is now institutionalized in the Chi-
nese market economy on an enormous scale.19

The transformation ofChina into amarket economy
has been accompanied by an extraordinary growth
in income inequality. China’s current income inequal-
ity rating — as measured by the United Nations’
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Human Development Report’s GINI index — now
surpasses that of the United States despite the fact
that inequality in theUnited States has itself grown in
the last twenty-five years.20 China’s income inequal-
ity is 80 percent greater than Japan’s and Sweden’s,
and 50 percent greater than India’s and SouthKorea’s.

The vast inequalities in contemporary China are
not simply between rich and poor and between the
owners of wealth and working people. There are
enormous, growing gaps between the better-off
urban areas and the rural areas. After an initial
reform period that dramatically improved agricul-
tural production and rural income from 1978 to 1984,
the rural areas have fallen further and further behind
the rapidly growing urban economies. A dramatic
decline in the prices of agricultural produce in 1995
accelerated this process.21 Since the vast majority of
all Chinese people still live in rural areas, rural
poverty has a considerable impact on national
inequality. Economists estimate that 150 to 200mil-
lion of the rural poor are surplus laborers, unable
to find sufficient work to support themselves in their
rural areas, and they provide a constant supply of
“fresh troops” for the “reserve army” of migrant

labor.22 Regional disparities are also pronounced
and growing as the southeastern and central-eastern
coastal provinces, which have the largest urban cen-
ters and the highest concentrations of foreign direct
investment, experience amuchmore significant rate
of economic growth than the landlocked, primarily
rural, western provinces and the northern “rust belt”
provinces with their many technologically out-of-
date State-owned Enterprises.

The Toll on the Environment
Uncontrolled and unregulated economic growth

— unchecked by democratic process or oversight —
has taken a heavy toll on the Chinese environment.23

Industrial pollution of air, water, and land grows
unabated: on the World Bank’s global list of the
twenty most polluted cities on Earth, sixteen are in
China. Smog in large cities such as Beijing and
Shanghai is often so completely suffocating that
warnings are issued for infants, the elderly, and the
ill to remain indoors. Much of that air pollution and
considerable amounts of acid rain come fromChina’s
heavy reliance on power plants using highly pol-
luting sulfur coal. Although China is officially the

The emergence of the for-
eign direct investment sector in
the 1980s and 1990s and
China’s integration into the
global economy have trans-
formed the nation’s entire
economy. While the drive to
keep wages down in China is
fueling an international “race to
the bottom" in terms of interna-
tional labor standards, the for-
eign direct investment sector
has played that same role in-
side China. It has placed com-
petitive pressure on Chinese
state-owned business enter-
prises to allow for more mana-
gerial autonomy and
“flexibility” in labor policies. It
has also given rise to an ideo-

logical transformation that has
reduced dramatically the im-
portance of public ownership in
the Chinese economy.

These developments led to
massive privatization of pub-
licly-owned commercial enter-
prises after 1992. Most
importantly, foreign direct in-
vestment was the catalyst for
the destruction of the social
contract between the Chinese
state and Chinese workers in
the state-owned enterprises
(SOEs). The relatively privi-
leged position of the urban Chi-
nese working class in the SOEs
was drastically undermined as
these enterprises were sold off,
shut down, or reduced to such

a competitive disadvantage
that they could no longer main-
tain the longstanding, compre-
hensive system of benefits they
once offered. Since the start of
the post-Mao market reforms,
more than 40 million state-
owned enterprise workers have
lost their jobs — 30 million of
them during the 1998-2006
SOE “restructuring” drive alone.
By and large, these workers
have ended up forming a per-
manently unemployed or semi-
employed underclass.

1 Mary Elizabeth Gallagher, Contagious

Capitalism: Globalization and the Politics

of Labor in China (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 2005).

Foreign Investment: Undermining Labor
and Living Standards for China’sWorking Class
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world’s second greatest emitter of carbon dioxide
after the U.S., the International Energy Agency esti-
mates that the country could become the “emissions
leader” by the end of 2007. The Netherlands Envi-
ronment Assessment Agency believes already has
passed the U.S.24 Three-quarters of China’s rivers
are so polluted that they cannot be used for drinking
water or for fishing— nearly 500million Chinese do
not have access to healthy drinking water.25 Deser-
tification is encroaching on northern China. Rural
peasants have lost productive land, and industrial
workers suffer from occupational diseases. Pollu-
tion-caused illnesses, especially cancers, are a pub-
lic health crisis in China and the World Bank
estimates that 750,000 people in China die annually
as a result of exposure to pollutants. Chinese experts
say these estimates, based onWesternmodels, under-
estimate the toll.26

Child Labor
One telling and heart-rending manifestation of

China’s new economy is the widespread use of child

labor, in conditions that have been described in some
reports as slave-like.27 Chinese law forbids child
labor and forced labor, but local governments charged
with enforcing the law have turned a blind eye to
these practices. Chinese newspapers are increas-
ingly filledwith stories of deaths and injuries of child
laborers as well as accounts of lowwages and stolen
pay. In a cruel perversion of their social roles, a num-
ber of Chinese schools have exploited a loophole in
the law regarding work-study programs to enrich
themselves by sending poor students to labor in
sweatshop factories. According to Hu Jindou, pro-
fessor of economics at Beijing University, ‘’In order
to achievemodernization, people will go to any ends
to earn money, to advance their interests, leaving
behind morality, humanity, and even a little bit of
compassion, let alone the law or regulations, which
are poorly implemented. “Everything is about the
economy now, just like everythingwas about politics
in theMao era, and forced labor or child labor is far
from an isolated phenomenon. It is rooted deeply in
today’s reality.”28

1 For the early history of Chinese labor, see Elizabeth Perry, Shang-
hai On Strike: The Politics of Chinese Labor. (Stanford: StanfordUni-
versity Press, 1993) and JeanChesneaux,Chinese LaborMovement,
1919-1927. (Stanford: StanfordUniversity Press, 1968). Early Chi-
nese industrial development and the early Chinese labormovement
were concentrated in the southeastern coastal area of China, from
Shanghai south. In northern centers such as Tianjin, Chinese
industrial development – and the Chinese labormovement – did
not really take off until the 1930s. SeeGailHershatter,TheWorkers
of Tianjin, 1900-1949. (Stanford: StanfordUniversity Press, 1986.)

2 SeeWilliam J. Duiker, Ts’ai Yuan-p’ei: Educator of Modern China.
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1977) and
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The Daqing Oilfield workers’ protest was signifi-
cant, not only due to its numbers, but also because of
the iconic significance of Daqing as a landmark of the
industrial achievements of Mao’s “New China” pro-
gram.
The Chinese government responded to the oilfield

protests with a mix of “carrot-and-stick” actions.
These tactics proved extremely effective, and were
used again and again in the strikes and protests
throughout the country. This is how it worked: On
the one hand, there were occasional gestures at nego-
tiation, small relief payments to workers, or the ful-
fillment of a minor ancillary demand. On the other
hand, the police pressured friends and family to pres-
sure protesters, made overt threats, and conducted
heavy-handed surveillance. Finally, leaders were
arrested and detained, often never to be seen again.
And, of course, there was the judicious use of force.
During those months of protest, Han Dongfang

followed the protest actions in Daqing and other oil
fields across China, speaking with workers, residents,
and local officials on his Radio Free Asia broadcast.
Since the Chinese government did its best to restrict

the flow of information, Han’s interviews, which were
aired on his broadcast, provide invaluable eyewitness
accounts of what happened. The reports add a depth
of insight and feeling that cannot be found in other
media. 

The Beginning 
The Daqing Oilfield is state-owned and is China’s

largest; it supplies about one-third of the country’s
crude oil each year. Before announcing the restruc-
turing of the oil industry in 1999, the government had
touted Daqing as an outstanding model of commu-
nist industrial organization. The Daqing Petroleum
Administration Bureau (DPAB), which ran the oil-
field, employed about 100,000 people. During the
restructuring, approximately 80 percent — 80,000
people — lost their jobs. 
As the government pushed through privatization

and corporatization of public enterprises, there were
winners and losers. Powerful Communist Party mem-
bers were transformed from poorly paid public ser-
vants to affluent and cash-rich corporate executives.
But the losers outnumbered the winners. Tens of mil-

1

The Oilfield Workers of Daqing

An unjust society is going to be an unstable society.
DAQING OILFIELD WORKER

APRIL 1, 2002

BETWEEN MARCH AND JUNE 2002, the Daqing Oilfield workers in China’s north-
eastern Heilongjiang province waged one of that nation’s most militant and high-
profile labor protests in decades. During the course of the four-month protest,

a provisional independent union was formed and crushed by authorities, and across
China, other oilfield workers staged solidarity protests that rippled throughout the
oil industry. The demonstrations, coming as they did during the politically sensi-
tive annual meeting of the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the National Peo-
ple’s Political Consultative Conference (NPPCC) in Beijing, drew significant Chinese
and international media attention. 
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lions of workers had to live with the loss of their jobs,
with little ability and opportunity to find new employ-
ment and means of livelihood. The situation was par-
ticularly stark for workers who had spent the best
part of their lives working for state-owned enterprises
(SOEs) since the 1960s. Under the previous all-encom-
passing system of enterprise-based welfare system,
almost all basic living needs of SOE workers were
paid for by their enterprises. These usually included
their housing and basic utilities, health care, chil-
dren’s welfare and schooling, and retirement bene-
fits. In particular in a “sole-enterprise town” like
Daqing, the enterprise was the “life” of its workers.
Hence, when they lost their jobs with the enterprise,
they lost practically everything. In Daqing City, nearly
half of the population depended upon DPAB for their
livelihoods, directly or indirectly. The layoffs were a
crushing event for the city.
The revolt began on March 1, when about 3,000

laid-off workers occupied the headquarters of the
DPAB in Daqing City. They were protesting manage-
ment’s unilateral breach of the severance agreements
they had signed in exchange for leaving their jobs vol-
untarily. The laid-off workers had each received a
lump-sum payment and the promise that they would
receive the same benefits as employed workers. When
the DPAB broke that promise, the workers organ-
ized.
By March 5, the number of protesters had climbed

to more than 50,000. Waving banners, singing songs,
hoisting placards, and shouting slogans, they filled
the city’s main square — Tieren or Iron Man Square
— in front of the DPAB headquarters. They also
blocked streets and lay down on railroad tracks to
pressure the DPAB to negotiate.
Iron Man Square is a place full of meaning for Chi-

nese workers of a certain generation. It contains the
statue of China’s most famous model worker, Wang
Jinxi, better known as the “Iron Man.” The statue was
erected in the square during the Maoist era to glorify
Chinese industrial achievement. Wang was heralded
as China’s best “model worker,” as he reportedly
worked selflessly night and day in all weathers to help
build the Daqing Oilfield, which became the beacon
of Mao Zedong’s program of industrial construction.
Wang Jinxi became a communist icon, symbolizing
the contribution of the working class to the “New

China.” The irony of 50,000 aggrieved Daqing Oil-
field workers demonstrating against their enterprise
and the government right under the nose of this sym-
bol of China’s industrial and labor success struck a
disturbing chord with the regime and the people,
more so than other labor protests of the time. 
We begin the Daqing story with the evocative nar-

rative of a laid-off teacher. Several hundred teachers,
also employed by the DPAB, were among the pro-
testers. At the time of the broadcast (broadcast dates
are indicated below in parentheses), she had attended
the demonstrations in Tieren Square every day for a
month. Her account paints a vivid picture of the work-
ers’ anger (including at the official, party-supported
union) and the authorities’ intimidating response:

LAID-OFF TEACHER: (April 1) Right now the workers
are furious. Many of them want to drench the leaders’
cars in petrol and burn them — if they can find them.
Things have got really fierce over the last few days.
One official had the wheels of his car removed and a
key was used to scratch the word “bastard” on the
paint work. Offices have been attacked and windows
broken — it’s very serious at the moment. On March
18, the offices of the [government-sanctioned] trade
union, finance department, and general administra-
tion were attacked. 

HAN DONGFANG: Has everyone calmed down over
the last few days? 

TEACHER: No, not at all. With some people so rich
and others so poor, are people going to just sit back
and do nothing? An unjust society is going to be an
unstable society. 

This teacher, who, as noted above, had gone to the
demonstration at Iron Man Square every day, reported
that a squad of about 800 People’s Armed Police (PAP)
had been deployed round-the-clock to protect the
homes of senior cadres:

LAID-OFF TEACHER: (April 13) There are 22 trucks of
People’s Armed Police stationed outside the DPAB.
One of them asked me what I was doing there, and I
said, “Have you guys come here to oppress us?” He
said, “We’ve come here to protect you. The DPAB is
spending a lot of money to keep us here—five bucks
[RMB 41] for each day on duty.” They’re billeted over
at the martial arts school. Including the plain-clothes
police, there are about 2,000 altogether. 
Yesterday my work unit telephoned me and said,

“Don’t go to the square. If you go again, then the nature
of this whole thing could become very different. It will
end up like Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in 1989.
Machine guns will be used.” I told them, “I’m not afraid
and I’ll go everyday. I’ve got to die someday anyway.
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The loss of some people is heavier than Mount Tai,
and of others, lighter than a feather. My death will be
heavier than Mount Tai and have significant impact.” 
Some young bastards in my work unit [telephoned

me]. There’re five of them assigned to keep an eye on
me, thinking I am some kind of key target. It’s like
they’re making me out to be somebody from the
Falungong! They wanted to make my daughter write
a pledge, but [she] told them, “There’s no way I can
make a pledge like that. If my mom doesn’t go [to
demonstrate], how is she going to live? My mom
worked for them for 26 years, and then they cheated
her. She has to go!” 
At nine o’clock this morning, the leader telephoned

me at home and said my bonus would be cut if I did-
n’t stay at home. He said docking my bonus was one
thing, but suppose I was picked up and detained.
Either way I suffer. I told him I wanted to be detained.
At least they’d have to cook for me at the detention
center, and I wouldn’t have to wash the dishes. I’m
willing to go to prison, and I’m not the only one either. 
There’s one women — she’s about 50 years old. She
said a few things out of place and was detained.
[Here’s what] she said [about the DPAB general man-
ager]: 

Zeng Yukang
Can’t sleep at night.
He longs for the wind

And the dust storm it brings
To lock the workers in
From avenging his sins.

I don’t know where she is now. I heard she’s been
arrested for agitating and making reactionary
speeches. 
The teacher continued to tell Han what she had

seen in the streets:
Another young fellow whom I saw in the square

today was in [the Dong Feng] detention center for 20
days. He paid them RMB 200 [$24] and just got out.
I think he was detained around March 4 for hang-
ing a banner. He said they hit him with a floor mop
until it broke into three or four pieces. He says he is
prepared to die in the square. 
There was another guy who had a rhyme. He has-

n’t been seen since either. I’ve got loads of this stuff.
I copy down the good [rhymes] as “souvenirs” every
time I go to the square. 
[One … day … at the square], there were about

30,000 people. A private car mowed down maybe
seven or eight people. [The driver] was looking for
trouble. People were saying the government had put
him up to it. This driver, Zhu Dayong, was driving a
black Volkswagen Santana. The cops had to load him
into a police van for his own protection, or he would
have been killed by the crowd. In the end, they flipped
his car on its back. He’s locked up in the Dong Feng
detention center. [The people he hit] are still in Long
Nan Hospital and Hospital Number Four. Their
injuries are serious. 

[The workers are really angry at officials] and are
saying stuff like “f—- that bastard so- and-so. Does
the oil belong to him? When all this oil was discovered,
it belonged to the country. This “so and so” gets hun-
dreds of thousands of bucks every year. Makes me
want to go and blow up the pipelines. See if they can
use the oil then.” The workers are furious at the
[salaries and perks] these officials are taking home.
[These workers] are not educated people and are
capable of anything. If you’ve been pushed to the edge,
then there’s nothing left to be afraid of.

The Daqing employers were feeling a great deal of
financial pressure, as the terms of the layoff agree-
ment continued to shift. For example, the agreement
stipulated that every individual laid off worker would
pay RMB 2,600 ($314) a year as their social labor insur-
ance contribution to the insurance company. But the
fee went up, first to RMB 3,600 ($435) and then to
RMB 4,000 ($483). As the worker below told Han, the
RMB 2,600 ($314) itself was a major financial burden:

The minimum social insurance premium we pay is
RMB 2,600 [$314] per year. It leaves us with hardly any
money to eat. How can we live like that? In Daqing, a
pound of fresh beans costs three bucks [RMB 25],
cucumbers one and a half [RMB 12.5], and the same
for tomatoes. We are barely eating enough while the
officials and managers are very comfortably off. For
the past year, they’ve been carrying out this “reduce
staff and increase efficiency” policy while [giving
themselves] hundreds of thousands of RMB in
bonuses. It’s corruption that allows them to live in
200-plus square meter [homes] though they don’t do
anything for ordinary people. Take the chief of police
and top cadres like him— they live in special houses.
Daqing now has a squad of 800 PAP to guard the
leaders’ housing compounds around the clock. These
people are scared to sleep at night.

A Conflicted Company Town
Daqing is a company town, and as in most cities

dominated by a single enterprise, its dependence on
its oilfields extended far beyond the number of people
actually employed by the DPAB..  Nearly half of the pop-
ulation of Daqing City depended upon the DPAB for
their livelihood, and almost every family in Daqing
City had some relatives either employed or laid off by
the DPAB. When the protests broke out, those rela-
tively few workers still employed in Daqing Oilfield
said they were sympathetic towards the struggle waged
by the laid-off workers. Even some official union lead-
ers, while not lifting a hand to help their members,
expressed surprising sympathy:
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OFFICIAL OF THE DAQING CITY FEDERATION OF

TRADE UNIONS:  (March 10) The workers did have
reasons to demonstrate. In the past, they worked so
hard, they sacrificed so much. Now this is what
they’ve got. How can they not feel bitter? There are
three laid-off workers just among my relatives. These
people in my family are very modest. They are all
women. They didn’t go [to the demonstrations]. My
wife is looking after the kid at home. Her team leader
said to her, “Don’t go. Just wait for the news at home.
We’ll go.”  

Similarly, a Daqing government official also
expressed sympathy with the protesters. His wife
was, in fact, one of the laid-off workers. This mix
between people wearing their official hats — but at
the same time with personal ties and sentiments close
to the aggrieved protesters hats— underlines the com-
mon and complex interplay of emotions, loyalties and
politics in such sole-enterprise towns and cities. 

OFFICIAL: DPAB signed an agreement with the
retrenched workers, but they [management] broke
it. My wife is one of the retrenched workers. 

HAN DONGFANG: How is her situation?

OFFICIAL: She is unhappy! At the beginning it was
written in the agreement that the retrenched workers
would be treated the same way as the employed work-
ers. Take their heating bills for instance, after their
retrenchment, it was to be paid for by the DPAB.
However, beginning this year, they [DPAB manage-
ment] have stopped their payment. You will have to
pay your own! …
… Another reason is that the retrenchment agree-

ment stipulates that every individual retrenched
worker would pay RMB 2,600 [$314] a year as their
social labor insurance contribution to the insurance
company. But the fee went up to RMB 3,600 [$435]
last year, and up again to over RMB 4,000 [$483] this
year. 

Although some individuals with official positions
who called Han’s program expressed (or felt obliged
to express) opposition to the protesters, many of their
colleagues openly recognized that their interests coin-
cided with those of the laid-off workers. 

EYEWITNESS TO THE FIRST PROTESTS: (March 5) Look
at my family. We had a double income. One of us
accepted the severance package, and now [the money]
is all going back to [the company]. … Now only my
father is earning money.

DAQING MUNICIPAL EMPLOYEE, MARRIED TO A LAID-

OFF WORKER:  (March 5) There are over 80,000 [laid-
off] workers altogether! Tens of thousands of families
are involved — at least 50 percent [of the families in
Daqing]. My wife is one of the laid-off workers. She’s

unhappy, of course! Take the heating subsidy. After
the layoffs, the DPAB was still supposed to pay it.
But beginning this year, they stopped the payment.
[The annual cost is] about RMB 3,000 [$362]. 

An Offer You Can’t Refuse
The severance agreements— even before the DPAB

reneged on the terms— were anything but generous.
Workers signed the agreements because they believed
they had no other choice.

EYEWITNESS TO THE FIRST PROTESTS: (March 5) 
I saw banners saying, “We don’t want to be tricked
again!” ... ”Give my job back!” The workers were
shouting slogans like “Stand Firm Until Victory!”
They’ve been asked to pay [social insurance]

charges that were increased to RMB 10,000 [$1,208]
per year. Think of that! Their [one-time] layoff pay-
ment only gave them a little more than RMB 100,000
[$12,077]. Some workers got only several tens of thou-
sands. They get laid off, and now they have to pay
back practically all their severance money.

OFFICIAL OF THE DAQING CITY FEDERATION OF

TRADE UNIONS: (March 10) You had to take the offer
in a hurry. They didn’t actually explain clearly what
advantages and disadvantages there were in the agree-
ment. They just gave you two pieces of paper to take
a look at. “If you want to take this, fine. If you don’t,
you are out. When you’re laid off, we’ll do nothing
about it.” The information they gave to the workers
was not complete at all. [It was] just like catching
birds in the Northeast. They put some seeds on the
ground and then raise the net. Once you get in, the net
is pulled, and you are trapped inside. Who cares if
you can get out or not. 

LAID-OFF TEACHER: (April 13) They just threatened us
saying, “If you don’t take the compensated lay off,
you’ll be laid off anyway. The enterprise will be
streamlined, and production efficiency enforced. Pro-
duction is being gradually scaled down each year.”
What they meant was that if we didn’t accept the
deal, we would end up on welfare. A laid-off worker
gets only RMB 300 [$36] a month as a living allowance.
And what’s more, this allowance lasts for only three
months, and then that’s it. You’re on your own. Show
me a worker who doesn’t worry about that. They gave
us threats — simple as that. What could a husband
and wife who were on the wrong side of 40 do?
[Now] the DPAB officials are saying, “Nobody can

say we cheated them. The compensation deal was
voluntary and based on a contract that workers
applied for and signed. Anyone who feels cheated
can take us to court.” 

In response to such official indifference, the work-
ers posted picket lines, occupied the DPAB head-
quarters building, and lay down on the local railway
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tracks. For several weeks, workers, sometimes in
thousands and at times in tens of thousands, turned
up to demonstrate first thing in the morning. They
stayed until dark every day.
A DPAB official recounted to Han Dongfang how

workers occupied the corporation headquarters into
the 10th day of the protest. 

OFFICIAL OF DAQING PAB: 

They are still there. They only leave after we leave
for home. Inside and outside of the building, they are
everywhere. Even the lift got blocked; we can only
go up to the first floor. It just doesn’t go any further.
The lift is jammed, the corridors are blocked;
everything is jammed. … 
… They are everywhere. In the courtyard, outside

the courtyard, in the square  …. 
They don’t come when we don’t come to the office.

They said, “We have plenty of time, it’s just like coming
to work here.” That’s what they said. … 
… We haven’t opened the canteen for a week

already. Either you go to eat somewhere, or just like
them, you go hungry all day until you go home. Those
among them who have the means go to eat in small
restaurants; those who don’t have the means just go
hungry from morning to night. …

A Union by and for Workers
Perhaps the most dramatic and significant feature

of the Daqing protests was the creation of the Daqing
Provisional Union of Retrenched Workers, an embry-
onic, workplace-based, independent union. Unlike
attempts by political activists in China to form inde-
pendent unions in the early 1990s, the Daqing union
had a clear constituency: the Daqing workers. The
provisional union, of course, was illegal. As noted in
the Preface, independent unions are banned in
China. Only the All China Federation of Trade
Unions (ACFTU) is permitted, and it is an organi-
zation created and run by the government. Accord-
ingly, the leaders of the Daqing union were taking
enormous personal risks. Ultimately, they paid with
their freedom. 
Some laid-off workers reported that preparation

for this independent union actually began before the

March protests, and so, when the demonstrations
began, the workers had representatives in place, ready
to negotiate with company officials. During the first
week or so, the provisional union issued bulletins,
signed by its leaders, to keep the workers informed
of planned actions and the progress of the protests. 
This degree of organization and foresight might be

attributed to manywell-educated and highly-skilled
engineers, basic-level cadres, technicians, technical
assistants, and teachers (from the various schools run
by the enterprise) among the protesters. Most were
about 40 or 50 years old. Faced with an unresponsive
and hostile All China Federation of Trade Unions,
these educated workers soon worked out that the log-
ical way to fight for their cause was to organize their
own union body which could negotiate on their behalf.
They set up the Daqing Provisional Union of
Retrenched Workers. A Daqing worker described
several leaders she had seen in action: 

They all seemed pretty clued up and well educated.
Able to write well and speak articulately, and they
understood the law as well.1

We have very little information about the provi-
sional union, because the government arrested all the
key leaders, while frightening the rank and file into
silence and acquiescence. Han Dongfang’s interviews
provide our clearest view. Through those interviews,
we see a vigilant government, closely scrutinizing the
actions of workers’ organizers and dispatching police
and paramilitary forces to intimidate the demon-
strators and arrest their leaders. Officials from Beijing
were reportedly dispatched to Daqing to investigate the
situation, but never met with the protesters’ repre-
sentatives. The local government of Daqing did stage
negotiations with protesting workers — while at the
same time sending police to detain their leaders. 
Theauthorities apparently were determined to meet

the challenge posed by the independent union quickly
and brutally. They picked up and detained leaders of the
provisional union early on. These leaders simply dis-

The workers did have reasons to demonstrate. In the past, they worked so
hard, they sacrificed so much. Now this is what they’ve got. How can they not
feel bitter?
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appeared. Nothing more has been heard from them.
These tactics had the desired effect: open organizing
in the name of the new union soon ceased..  A protest-
ing worker reported more than a dozen arrests of the
organizers on March 5. His report paints a picture of a
government determined to shut down independent
unions:

DAQING WORKER: On 5 March, the government told
us to select 10 representatives [to negotiate], but they
were detained after they entered the building and
didn’t come out again. They were taken away and
locked up. After they were detained, a former work
unit leader was taken back to his house and had to
write a pledge not to leave his home. If he did, he
would be detained. He even had to mark the pledge
with a thumbprint. 

HAN DONGFANG: So that’s why no representatives
have been elected since this incident? 

DAQING WORKER: That’s right. Who’s going to risk
it when they have already detained 10 people? 

HAN: In the first few days of the demonstrations we
heard that some people were putting up bills and
posters in the name of the Standing Committee of the
“Retrenched Workers Provisional Trade Union.” 

WORKER: Yes. They were putting them up on the
DPAB’s walls south west of the main gate. These peo-
ple have also been detained. They are not around any-
more. Anyone who writes or puts up posters and
stickers, slogans or hangs banners has been taken
away. These provisional trade union people were
doing the groundwork by putting up posters and bills
[in the trade union’s name]. The posters that have
gone up since are not signed by the provisional trade
union or anyone else. They just have the date at the
bottom. 

Why didn’t the official union act when tens of
thousands of their members took industrial actions?
First of all, of course, the “union” is not really a
union, but an organ of the government.  One ACFTU
official was remarkably candid in his chat with Han
Dongfang. He said that the union did not get
clearance from the DPAB party committee to get
involved when workers took protest actions. The
chairman of the DPAB Trade Union said the union
could do nothing but follow orders from the party
committee.

CHAIRMAN OF THE DPAB TRADE UNION: We cannot
intervene in anything. Those members of the local
party committee are holding meetings to examine the
case. How can we intervene? 

HAN DONGFANG: Yet should not the trade union play
a more active role in it? 

CHAIRMAN: Play a role? Me? I listen to the party com-
mittee. I have to follow the orders given by our party
committee. 

HAN: What was the order? 

CHAIRMAN: The party committee demands a unitary
line. We cannot say things without caution. … We lis-
ten to the party committee. You go and ask the com-
mittee what the arrangement is. We do whatever the
party committee asks us to do. I suggest that you talk
to someone from the committee. We have to toe one
line. We cannot just say anything we like.2

Interviews by Han during this period illustrate the
official unions’ loss of credibility, including party and
government officials, amid growing ideological confu-
sion. For example, an official of the Daqing municipal
government, when interviewed at the start of the mass
protest on March 4, 2002, expressed his perception
that the independent union formed by the workers
belonged to the workers while the official union
belonged to the ‘capitalists’!

OFFICIAL: They have now set up a Committee of the
Provisional Trade Union of Retrenched Workers.
They have even staged a march! 

HAN DONGFANG: Have all the members of this Com-
mittee willingly come out in public? 

OFFICIAL: Yes, they have. All in the open. Their names
are known, nothing is hidden. 

HAN: How does this provisional union committee
compare to the official one? 

OFFICIAL: One is for workers, another for the capi-
talists. They are completely different. That’s it. 

HAN: So this is a union belonging to the workers? 

OFFICIAL:Yes, this is a union of the workers. 

HAN:What about the other one? 

OFFICIAL: That is a union of the capitalists. The one
belonging to the workers is called “Committee of the
Provisional Trade Union of Retrenched Workers of the
DPAB” [emphasis added].3

On March 5, Han Dongfang spoke with an official
from the organizing department of the Heilongjiang
Federation of Trade Unions (HFTU)— the ACFTU’s
affiliated organization in the province of Heilongjiang,
where Daqing is located. The official explained exactly
why the Daqing Provisional Union of Retrenched
Workers — and any other union organized directly
by workers — is illegal in China. In the process, he
also illustrated the authoritarian nature and struc-
ture of China’s official labor movement. 

OFFICIAL FROM THE HFTU ORGANIZING DEPART-

MENT: (March 16)Generally speaking, before a trade
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union is organized [in a workplace], it has to be
approved by the next level up in the [union’s] organ-
ization. Only after getting this approval can it pro-
ceed to recruit members, set up a trade union meeting
or representatives’ meeting, and elect a trade union
standing committee, chairperson, and vice chairper-
son. The people chosen for these two positions must
be approved by the next level up. These organizing
procedures are all in strict accordance with the Trade
Union Law and the Trade Union Charter. 
The organizing department of the All China Feder-

ation of Trade Unions in Beijing has issued a document
that explains trade union elections at the grassroots
level. [Workers organizing on their own accord] is def-
initely not allowed. It has to be done in strict accor-
dance with the approval procedures. We have insisted
on this over the years. Furthermore, under the union
system in China, the organizational structure of a union
is defined by the [Communist] party.

As I just said, the trade union has a subordinate
relationship to the party. A trade union must be set up
according to an organizational structure of leader-
ship that runs from top to bottom. You can’t just say
you have formed a union spontaneously and we
should recognize your union. Our main work is, it
seems, to defend the present trade union system and
organizational structure.

HAN DONGFANG: In China’s current market econ-
omy, isn’t there any chance that the union could sep-
arate itself from the leadership of the party and serve
the workers as its main task? 

HFTU OFFICIAL:That can’t be. Not under the present
national conditions. 

Solidarity at Home and Abroad
The Daqing protests triggered solidarity demon-

strations by workers in other Chinese oilfields; these
workers then began protesting their own circum-
stances. The expanding confrontation involved work-
ers in the Shengli Oilfields, the Liaohe Oilfields, the
Huabel Oilfields, the Jilin Oilfields, and others. These
oilfield workers in different regions had strong “hor-
izontal” networks which undermined the govern-
ment’s efforts to stifle news and keep the workers
isolated. The networks dated back to the time when
experienced oilfield workers were sent to newly dis-
covered fields to help train the work force. More than
six months after the start of the Daqing protests, work-
ers at the Chongqing-based Chuandong Oil Explo-
ration & Drilling Company (COEDC) began their own
struggle with Daqing in mind.

RETIRED WORKER AT AN COEDC PROTEST: (Septem-
ber 14) Sure, we knew [about the Daqing protests]
ages ago. The social impact is that we  ordinary folk

and workers — believe the Daqing workers earned
back respect and rights for the working class, and
we sincerely support their actions and appreciate
their attitude. You know, all these years, the work-
ers’ situation has really upset us — or disappointed us,
I should say. I personally believe that without the
Daqing workers, we wouldn’t have gotten the idea of
protesting or developed the courage [to do it].

International media coverage of the oilfield protests
in China raised concerns in several international
unions as well as the International Confederation of
Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) based in Brussels (now
named the International Trade Union Confederation
[ITUC]). On March 15, 2002, the ICFTU sent written
appeals to both Jiang Zemin, president of the People’s
Republic of China, and to Wei Jianxing, chair of the All
China Federation of Trade Unions, asking them to
intervene on behalf of the workers. When, instead,
the violence and number of arrests continued to
mount, the ICFTU lodged a formal complaint against
the Chinese government with the International Labor
Organization (ILO) on March 27. On June 20, the
ICFTU updated its complaint to the ILO.

EXCERPT FROM THE ICFTU’S MARCH 15, 2002 LETTER

TO THE PRESIDENT OF CHINA: Sending armed per-
sonnel is not an appropriate method of negotiating
the social consequences of economic restructuring.
These must be discussed and agreed upon with legit-
imate, representative, workers’ organizations. The
establishment by workers of organizations of their
own choosing for the protection of their economic
and social interests is an internationally recognized
human right, guaranteed by Convention no. 87 of the
International Labor Organization, of which your gov-
ernment is furthermore a Governing Body Member.
This right is also protected under the Trade Union
Law of the People’s Republic of China, 2001. We thus
call upon your Government to respect the decision
of the Daqing Oilfields workers to exercise this right
and to engage with them to address their legitimate
demands.

The Price of Oil
The economic and geopolitical context sur-

rounding the oil field protests in China gives them
added significance. China’s economy has been grow-
ing at an extraordinary rate — more than nine per-
cent a year— for years, and oil is fueling that growth.
The annual expansion rate of China’s oil consump-
tion is eight times faster than the expansion rate of
energy consumption in the rest of the world. In
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2004, China accounted for 40 percent of the
increased demand for crude oil on the world mar-
ket. This voraciousness has been driving up the
international price of oil. It has also made the Chi-
nese government determined to lower the cost of
domestic oil production. The Chinese oilfield work-
ers have paid the price for cheaper domestic oil.
Even some observers who accept the logic of inter-
national competitiveness and oil-fueled growth
believe the price has been too high:

OFFICIAL OF THE DAQING CITY FEDERATION OF

TRADE UNIONS: (March 10) From the point of view of
competition, since joining the WTO [the World
Trade Organization], the oil industry does have a
problem. The price of labor is too high here. The
imported refined oil costs the same as our crude oil.
So, in a sense, it’s right that they want to downsize
to increase efficiency. But the way they’re doing it is
just too ruthless. It’s like they don’t care if you live
or die.

Past the 90th Day
After three months of police intimidation, arrests,

the detention and disappearance of organizers, and no
serious negotiations, the protests in Tieren Square
began to peter out. The laid-off workers lost heart,
and support from the community dwindled. Quite a
few employed workers began to accept the official
line that the protesters were being unreasonable. They
also feared for their own jobs.

LAID-OFF WORKER DURING THE DAILY RALLY IN

TIEREN SQUARE: (June 4) [There are] seven or eight
thousand [people here]. Everybody is standing
around. They don’t let us into the courtyard now.
We’ve just blocked the road in front of the DPAB. The
cars can’t go through. We blocked it as soon as we
got here [at about 7:30]. There are plain-clothes [and]
uniformed police. There are no armed police. [Last
Friday] we had a brush with the police, and they made
us run. They arrested one person, but they released
him by one o’clock. 
Sometimes [laid-off workers] distribute leaflets.

When there’re many people, they’re not afraid to; but
when there aren’t many people, they arrest you in no
time. It’s all individual effort, not organized. Nobody
would dare to organize it. If you organize anything,
they arrest you right away. [The Daqing Provisional
Union of Retrenched Workers has] disappeared. It’s
all been disbanded. None of those who were organ-
izing in the beginning is around. 
In the beginning, people from the company talked

to us. Now they don’t pay any attention to us. Today’s
the ninety-third day. [The workers] were all saying

that if we passed the ninetieth day, the International
Labor Organization would intervene. These people
are all waiting for the ILO to put pressure on the gov-
ernment. We really want more media to intervene
here and increase the pressure to solve our problem
as soon as possible. We don’t dare confront other
things because they’ll arrest us for an out-of-line com-
ment. 
We did contact [the local of the official union].

They didn’t care. They care about nothing. They have
the same viewpoint as the Communist Party, which
is to screw us. [According to the union], if you’re no
longer under a labor contract, you’re not a worker
anymore, so the union is not there for you. 
Let’s stop talking. There’re already quite a few

plain-clothes [policemen] standing in front of me.
Talking about sensitive problems, they’ve already
caught up with me. 

Conclusion
In the end, the Daqing workers did not win their

demands and their independent union didn’t survive.
The ILO complaint filed by international unions had
no effect on the Chinese government. Still, these
protests were a significant landmark for Chinese
workers, and represented an important breakthrough
on a number of fronts. For example, despite govern-
ment efforts at a total news blackout, oilfield work-
ers in other provinces learned about the protests and
staged solidarity strikes and organized similar protests
against the threat of mass layoff. This marked a sig-
nificant watershed as, for the first time since 1989,
labor organizing succeeded in breaking government
attempts to prevent solidarity and communications
between groups of protesters across China.  
Many characteristics of the Daqing protests also

recall — on a much smaller scale — those of the 1989
Tiananmen pro-democracy demonstrations in Bei-
jing. Like the Tiananmen Square activists, the Daqing
protesters staged their demonstration at and occu-
pied a public square of great symbolic significance.
As at Tiananmen, the Daquing rally lasted for months.
Protest banners, songs, poems, riddles, and slogans
filled the square. The government tried to put down
the demonstrations by police intimidation, contain-
ment, detention of leaders and organizers, and finally
mass police mobilization. The Daqing protests, like
the Tiananmen Square protests, drew considerable
international media coverage. 
The Daqing protests were interesting, not only

because they took place under the icon of working
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class hero, the “Iron Man,”  but also because, for the
first time in recent Chinese history, an independent,
plant-based union was organized by a large number
of workers at a state-owned enterprise. The potency

of the Daqing demonstrations was not only perceived
by local officials, but felt far beyond the city of Daqing
and Heilongjiang province. 

1 China Labour Bulletin, “Daqing Oilfield Workers’ Struggle (1),”
Radio Free Asia-China Labour Bulletin, March 5, 2002,
http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revi-
sion%5fid=18313&item%5fid=1630.

2 China Labour Bulletin, “Daqing Oilfield Workers’ Struggle (2),”
Radio Free Asia-China Labour Bulletin, March 5, 2002,
http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revi-
sion%5fid=18321&item%5fid=1654.

3 Ibid.
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The Ferroalloy workers were soon joined by several
thousand more workers from other factories, who
harbored similar grievances. A week into the demon-
strations, the police jailed several protest leaders. The
police action immediately spurred 30,000 workers to
join the demonstrators to protest the arrests. 
Both the Daqing and Liaoyang protests were part

of the explosion of labor conflicts in China that spring.
These protests grabbed the attention of the topmost
leadership of the Chinese Communist Party as well
as the international media. China’s political elite were
gathering that month for the annual session of the
National People’s Congress (NPC) and the National
People’s Political Consultative Conference (NPPCC).
As delegates sat in Beijing’s Great Hall of the People,
they could feel the reverberations of angry workers
marching in the streets hundreds of miles away. 
Despite similarities with other protests, the

Liaoyang struggle was also quite different  — it was the
longest and best-known labor campaign in China dur-

ing this period. The March 11 protests were just the cul-
mination of a campaign that had started in 1998 and
lasted through 2003. Unlike Daqing, the Liaoyang
protests also had a notably political agenda. From the
start, the Liaoyang leaders wanted more than eco-
nomic relief; they wanted to combat political corrup-
tion. This corruption included embezzlement,
collusion between managers and top government offi-
cials on bankruptcy deals designed to enrich them at
the expense of workers, and using party and govern-
ment influence to “loot” enterprise assets. 
The workers addressed their grievances directly

to the political establishment, including China’s Pres-
ident Jiang Zemin. They devised innovative techniques
with a distinctly political edge, such as filing a law-
suit against three government departments in an effort
to free their imprisoned leaders and draw attention to
government corruption. The Liaoyang leaders organ-
ized an embryonic independent labor union that had
a deeper and more sophisticated structure than the

2

The Liaoyang Ferroalloy Protest

How is it a crime to ask for our wages? How can that be subverting state power? 
PROTESTING WORKER

Is it possible that a Chinese nation under the leadership of the Communist Party
can leave no space for workers?

OPEN LETTER TO PRESIDENT JIANG ZEMIN

Summary

ONMARCH 11, 2002— just six days after 50,000 oil field workers in Daqing launched
their movement — several thousand workers from the Ferroalloy Factory in the
northeast industrial city of Liaoyang took to the streets to call attention to the

swelling number of impoverished, laid-off workers in their city. As in Daqing, the shut-
down of state-owned enterprises (SOEs)— against a backdrop of corrupt plant man-
agers and local politicians, unresponsive official unions, unpaid back wages, coercion,
and broken promises on pensions and other benefits — had created a critical mass
of desperate workers. 
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Daqing union. One of Liaoyang leaders, Yao Fuxin,
had a noteworthy history as a political activist (see
sidebar for Yao’s profile). 
Throughout their long campaign, the Liaoyang

workers carefully considered their tactics. They used
conventional channels — petitions, letters, meetings,
negotiations — to press their grievances. Only after
several years of frustration and failure did they decide
to take their complaints “into the street” in March
2002. And even then, they were determined to use
lawful, nonviolent means. They maintained a faith in
the system — if not in all the leaders in that system
—until the tactics of the brutal police state wore them
down. 
For their part, China’s leaders immediately recog-

nized the political nature of the Liaoyang campaign —
and were shaken by it. They made a concerted effort
to lure the protesters away from politics by offering
enticements: back pay, reimbursement for medical
expenses, and pension insurance. At the same time,
the regime adopted measures against Liaoyang’s lead-
ers that were more far-reaching and brutal than any
employed at Daqing. They arrested and imprisoned
leaders under conditions so brutal that their health
quickly deteriorated: the jailed leaders suffered heart
attacks, strokes, tuberculosis, and kidney and liver
ailments. The regime accused them of subversion —
the most serious political crime in China, punishable
by long prison terms or death. And even when these
workers became ill and clearly incapable of organiz-
ing anything, the government still feared their polit-
ical influence and never reduced their punishment.
Despite the hardships, the Liaoyang workers were

very resilient. A core of about 200 workers contin-
ued to press for the release of their leaders for more
than a year, resisting all intimidation, even after two
of the leaders were sentenced to prison terms for sub-
version. As soon as the Liaoyang leaders were jailed,
their wives and daughters stepped forward to lead
the campaign. This phenomenon — the “shadow lead-
ership” role of women — has been seen in protest
movements elsewhere in China. 
Once the Liaoyang struggle began, some of the

workers and organizers telephoned Han Dongfang
to air their grievances and publicize their campaign
through his radio program. After the arrest of the key
leaders, Han was able to maintain regular communi-

cation with their family members and other protest-
ers (who remained anonymous). He also interviewed
local officials. Han’s reports, a vital source of infor-
mation about the Liaoyang campaign, were dissemi-
nated around the world. He also promoted solidarity
actions within the international community. As a
result, Han himself was listed as a “hostile element”
in the government’s final indictment of two Ferroal-
loy labor leaders for subversion.

The Story Begins: 
Bankruptcy at Ferroalloy
Financial difficulties at Liaoyang Ferroalloy sur-

faced in the 1990s. The plant had once employed as
many as 12,000 cast iron and iron alloy workers, but
by the 1990s, the workforce had shrunk to 6,000. In
1995, the newly-appointed party secretary and com-
pany director, Fan Yicheng, joined with former
Liaoyang City mayor and party secretary, Gong
Shangwu, in an ostensible effort to rescue the com-
pany. Their effort ultimately failed and in 2001, Fan
decided to apply for bankruptcy. The stage was set
for confrontation. 
Under Chinese law, the state enterprise workers

must agree to a bankruptcy decision and procedure.1

So, in mid-October 2001, the company director called
a meeting of the Ferroalloy Workers’ Congress to vote
on his bankruptcy proposal. On the day of the meet-
ing, more than 500 riot police were deployed in front
of the factory. They barred certain workers from enter-
ing.
Inside the factory, voting took place in 13 different

rooms, each guarded by two plainclothes police offi-
cers. This intimidating arrangement created so much
anger that some workers walked out. Others cast votes
opposing the bankruptcy plan, only to see election
officials tear up their ballots on the spot, in full view
of everyone in the room. Not surprisingly, the out-
come of vote was “approval” of management’s bank-
ruptcy proposal. 
Under the terms of that proposal, more than 3,000

Ferroalloy workers— about half the workforce — lost
their jobs. The rest, including over one hundred man-
agement staff and the head of the All China Federation
of Trade unions (ACFTU) — the government-con-
trolled official union— were re-employed in spin-off
companies. 



ALBERT SHANKER INSTITUTE | 19

For the laid-off workers, the bankruptcy settle-
ment stipulated retirement benefits or layoff benefits.
These parts of the settlement turned out to be little
more than empty promises. When payment was not
forthcoming, the workers, long suspicious of Fan
Yicheng, accused him of misappropriating company
funds.

An Independent Union 
In 2001, a number of dissatisfied workers formed

an independent union and elected about 12 repre-
sentatives to organize and coordinate their struggle.2

Three key leaders were Yao Fuxin, Xiao Yunliang,
and Pang Qingxiang. Yao Fuxin had been laid off from
the Liaoyang Rolled Steel Factory, but his wife, Guo
Xiujing, worked at Ferroalloy. Xiao Yunliang lived
next door to Yao and Guo. Pang was a truck dispatcher
at Ferroalloy. Most of the representatives were in their
50s; a few were in their 30s. The organizers of the
nascent union held small meetings at Guo Xiujing’s
convenience store. When several hundred workers
met, they used the large conference room in the Fer-
roalloy plant. According to one organizer, they were
always determined to take only proper and lawful
action. They still believed that the Chinese system
would treat them justly and humanely. For example,
an organizer once suggested that the protesters lie
across the railroad tracks, a common protest tactic
used by many desperate workers and peasants across
the country. But Yao Fuxin argued against such mil-
itant action.3

[W]e were drawing up a comprehensive plan. We
had groups in charge of safety, morale, and medical
care. We wanted to make sure there was no unlawful
behavior.4

The Liaoyang Ferroalloy organizers understood
the risk of a police crackdown — in fact, they drafted
an emergency plan which included a list of alternative
leaders in case the existing leaders were detained by
the police for a long period. They wrote dozens of let-
ters and sent delegations to local and national gov-
ernment departments, asking for an investigation of
financial mismanagement and swindling at Ferroal-
loy.  In the months leading up to the March 2002
protests — between October and December 2001 —
the workers staged three marches in Liaoyang to
deliver petitions to the city government. The marches

drew between 1,000 and 3,000 workers. They got no
response. A worker representative described their
frustrating effort to get the government or the official
union, the ACFTU, to handle their complaints.

We’ve got our hands on so much information [to prove
corruption] and have taken it to the Central Com-
mittee in Beijing, the Disciplinary Committee there,
the State Council’s General Office and Complaints
Station. We’ve been everywhere but always get the
same response — we don’t get to see anyone. We’ve
been working on this anti-graft business for more
than four years. We’ve been to the ACFTU on a num-
ber of occasions, but they’ve never taken any real
notice of us. So now we’ve changed our tactics.5

“Dear President Jiang Zemin” 
The Ferroalloy independent union decided that

the time had come to intensify their public protest
campaign. The campaign was scheduled to begin on
March 18, 2002. The idea was to hold the demonstra-
tion against the backdrop of the final sessions of the
National People’s Congress and the National People’s
Political Consultative Conference in Beijing. Liaoyang
City’s representative to the NPC was none other than
former mayor Gong Shangwu, who helped engineer
the Ferroalloy plant bankruptcy. In early March, in
an address to the NPC, Gong boasted that Liaoyang
had no unemployed workers: there were only work-
ers “sent home” (xiagang). And for these workers,
Gong claimed, the city government could guarantee
monthly payments for living expenses. Liaoyang local
television broadcast the speech which outraged tens
of thousands of impoverished workers, who had not
seen one yuan of the payments touted by Gong.
Hoping to draw new strength from the popular

outrage, the Ferroalloy protest organizers quickly
changed the date of the protest march to March 11.
They pasted flyers in workers’ neighborhoods around
the city, explaining the workers’ grievances and
demands. The organizers also sent an open letter to the
country’s paramount ruler, President and Commu-
nist Party Secretary Jiang Zemin, asking launch and
investigation and clean up the corruption that had
led to the Ferroalloy bankruptcy and the cheating of
workers that followed. Another open letter, signed
by “the unemployed former workers of the bankrupt
Liaoyang Ferroalloy Factory,” was sent to the Liaon-
ing Provincial Governor Bo Xilai and to the city gov-
ernment.6 The letters laid out the workers’ accusation
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of malpractice and misappropriation of funds by both
Ferroalloy director Fan and former mayor Gong. The
organizers also called for Gong to resign as their local
delegate to the NPC. 
The letter to Jiang — which went unanswered —

was bold and extraordinary (see sidebar). It revealed
seemingly contradictory characteristics of the protest
organizers: strong political instincts and a courageous
willingness to go for the ideological jugular, combined
with a genuine expectation and faith that the Com-
munist leadership would respond. All the open letters

struck a strong chord with aggrieved workers who
felt betrayed by and bitter toward the local authorities.
At the same time, the campaign created a great deal of
anxiety among the local authorities, and they reacted
predictably, sending forces from the Public Security
Bureau (PSB), China’s political police, to track down
Yao Fuxin and the other leaders of the independent
union at their homes late at night. For several days
before the protest march, the key organizers at Fer-
roalloy stayed out of sight in order to avoid police
detention. 

On February 23, 2006, three
weeks short of his full four-year
prison term, Xiao Yunliang was
released. According to his
daughter, Xiao Yu, he was in
very poor health.

XIAO YU: He always felt sick in
the prison. He had intrahep-
atic duct stones in his liver, a
cyst on his right kidney, and
he suffers from chronic su-
perficial gastritis. He got tu-
berculosis when he was held
in the detention center. But
at that time, the officers at
the detention center did not
tell us about it. Two years
ago, when the Shenyang
Number Two Prison
arranged a medical examina-
tion for him and to check his
eye problem, my father was
found to have tuberculosis.
But it was too late. He was
found to have calcified lungs.
He coughed heavily after he
returned home. He's all right
during the daytime, but he
coughs heavily at night.   

Xiao’s poor health did not dis-
pel government fears that he
was a political threat. Public Se-
curity Bureau (PSB) officers —
China’s political police — car-
ried out around-the-clock sur-

veillance of his home. Xiao Yu
told the China Labour Bulletin
(CLB) that the entire family
continued to feel harassed. The
state security officers’ only re-
sponse was to suggest that she
jump off a building if she could-
n’t stand the surveillance.  

XIAO YU: You know, there are
some public security officers
who’ve been staying outside
our house since my father re-
turned home. Our house has
two doors, one big and the
other small. Our home is a
small guesthouse, and we al-
ways have a few guests. On
the day before my father's
release, two child hawkers
came to stay at our home.
Some police officers were
watching us. They talked to
everyone who entered our
house. They asked them
what they were doing and
checked their identity docu-
ments. …

… The police didn't ask
them just once or twice.
They ask and check them
every time they go out or
come back from meals or
work. Last night, I went out
to tell the police officers that
if they continue doing that,
nobody will come to our

guesthouse. I asked them if
they wanted us to live. I told
them: "We can't live like
this." They replied: "You can't
live like this? There's a six-
story building at the back. If
you can't live like this, you
can jump from there.”

CLB: The public security offi-
cers said that to you?

XIAO YU: Yes, they pointed
out the six-story building be-
hind our house, and they
asked if I wanted to jump
from there. … I just can't un-
derstand it. Why do they
treat us like that? They want
to threaten us or what? We
thought about it last night.
We couldn't figure out
whether it's just the problem
of the police officers or the
problem of the Public Secu-
rity Bureau. We now feel
threatened. We don't know
how we can live like this. My
father has been released
from prison. He is freer to
move around at home than
in prison, but nothing more
than that. 

At this writing, Yao Fuxin re-
mains imprisoned.

Postscript: One Released, the Other Still Languishes in Prison
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Into the Streets
Against this backdrop, early in the morning of

March 11, 2002, several thousand Ferroalloy workers
marched along Liaoyang’s main street called Democ-
racy Road (Minzhu Lu). Mass street demonstrations
were a change in tactics, but the main demand
remained the same: an investigation of the malprac-
tice and misappropriation of funds that led to the
bankruptcy of their factory. To the surprise of the
Ferroalloy protesters, a much larger number of sup-
porters and workers from other troubled state-owned
enterprises joined them. They came from Liaoyang
Textile Factory, Liaoyang Piston Factory, Liaoyang
Instruments Factory, Liaoyang Leather Factory, and
Liaoyang Precision Tool Factory. More than 10,000
workers marched in the streets all morning.
The demonstrators marched to the Liaoyang court

building and demanded that the chief judge and chief
administrator come out and talk to them about cor-
ruption in the city. No official emerged. Next, the work-
ers marched to the municipal office of the People’s
Congress to demand Gong Shangwu’s resignation.
Finally, they rallied at the city government head-
quarters. Some junior officials from the city govern-
ment offered to meet with the workers’ representatives
but were turned down: The protesters said they’d had
enough of the local government. They wanted to meet
with senior officials from the provincial and central
governments. The police didn’t interfere with the
demonstration that day, and there were no violent
clashes. 
Yao Fuxin and others led the protesters in chant-

ing, “Workers want to eat!” “Workers want a job!” and
“The army of industrial workers wants to live!”7 Lead-
ers of the Ferroalloy independent union and many other
workers gave speeches at the rally in front of the
Liaoyang government headquarters and shouted their
demands. Addressing a crowd of protesters for the first
time, one female worker fired off an almost unthinkably
bold question: “Who is this government for?”

This government doesn’t stand for the people. They
cover up for the corrupt officials. Why don’t they
arrest our factory officials who embezzled over a hun-
dred million yuan [$12 million]? It’s like worms eat-
ing up the factory—hundreds of millions of yuan have
disappeared. Why aren’t they arrested? They arrest
us workers. Who is this government for? 8

Yao Fuxin, in tears, spoke about the workers’ deep
sense of betrayal by the party-state. “We gave our
youth to the party for nothing!” he cried.9 The crowd
responded with thunderous applause. 
The Ferroalloy workers were unusually well organ-

ized and had a core of representatives prepared to
negotiate with government officials. On March 12, Yao
Fuxin, Xiao Yunliang, Pang Qingxiang, Wang Zhoam-
ing, Gu Baoshu, and seven other worker representa-
tives met with 12 top officials in the city government
headquarters. In the next few days, several more meet-
ings took place. Meanwhile, in the streets below, the
workers’ continued their mass demonstrations.

Leaders Detained
Early in the morning on March 17, five days after the

first meetings with top government functionaries,
plainclothes officers grabbed Yao Fuxin when he left
his home to buy cigarettes. His family members and
the other organizers immediately went to the police
station, but no one would confirm his whereabouts. 
For two days following Yao’s detention, more than

30,000 workers demonstrated in Liaoyang and ral-
lied at the city government building to demand Yao’s
release. His daughter, Yao Dan, described to Han
Dongfang how the workers managed both to unite in
the face of this police crackdown and to exercise
restraint in order to avoid further arrests. She also
confirmed that they knew about the mass workers’
protests taking place in Daqing.

HAN DONGFANG: Do the workers here in Liaoyang
know about the workers’ protests in Daqing? 

YAO DAN:We’ve heard about it. We all know. 

HAN:Are people united? 

YAO: We’re united. How could we not be? Workers
from all the city’s enterprises have formed alliances. …
Everyone has gone back to their neighborhoods and
surrounded the representatives’ houses in order to
protect them. This is what we have to do. One of us
has already been taken away, and if others are arrested,
then who is going stick their necks out and speak up?
… The only reason the workers from the Ferroalloy
Factory haven’t blocked the railway tracks is that this
would give the government an excuse to grab our rep-
resentatives and lock them up. If it wasn’t for this,
then we would have blocked the tracks already. With
things as they are, why should we fear death? 10

On March 19, Xiao Yunliang, another key repre-
sentative, spoke to Han Dongfang on the telephone
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about the workers’ reaction to Yao Fuxin’s arrest. The
very next day, the police arrested Xiao. A transcript of
Xiao’s conversation with Han appeared in his indict-
ment, which asserted that communicating with Han
Dongfang (who was a “hostile element,” according to
the authorities) exposed Xiao’s dangerous aims.11 Here
is an excerpt from the “subversive” conversation: 

HAN DONGFANG: Is your personal safety under threat?

XIAOYUNLIANG:Of course my personal safety in under
threat! I don’t know if they will come and get me
tonight. I have been in hiding these last few days.

HAN: Facing this kind of threat to your personal
safety, why do you continue to serve as a workers’
representative?

XIAO:Yao Fuxin is our representative and he has been
detained. Our main priority is to get him released.
We are even willing to drop all our other demands.
This is the general view of all the factory workers at
our plant. After we’ve got him out, we have to dis-
cuss the next step in the fight against corruption. We
have to get rid of this corruption! I am 57 and a Com-
munist Party member. I joined back in ’65 because I
believed the party’s aim was to secure the welfare of
the people. What I see now is that they are not pro-
viding welfare to the people, so we ordinary people
have to rely on ourselves to protect our right to a liveli-
hood. 

HAN: How many of the people taking part in this
action are party members? 

XIAO:Many. And cadres as well. We’re all in the same
boat.12

During a confrontation with street demonstrators
on the day Xiao was arrested, the police also arrested
two other representatives of the Ferroalloy workers:
Pang Qingxiang and Wang Zhaoming. Yao Fuxin’s
daughter, Yao Dan, described the clash with the police. 

There were three representatives detained today
... All three were taken away. Today they used the
People’s Armed Police [PAP] and the Public Secu-
rity Bureau’s officers. They all came out, and there
were three truck loads of guys from a PAP unit in
front of the gates to the government offices. The PAP
pushed us out [of the government compound] into
the rain where we were drenched, including 70- and
80-year-old women. …
It poured down rain in Liaoyang today. We all got

soaked during the petition and went home when the
weather cleared up after deciding we would come
back tomorrow. There were about 30 people pro-
tecting the workers’ representatives on the way home.
Then the police and the PAP turned up and violently
snatched them right there on the main road. Some of
the older folks were knocked down and trampled

during the pushing and shoving. Lots of people were
hurt. … 
… We thought that they wouldn’t dare to attack

older people — at least that’s what we thought at the
time. But they [the PAP and police] couldn’t care less.
They just knocked them down anyway.13

At this point, faced with the official crackdown,
the Ferroalloy protestors decided not to put any more
of their representatives at risk.

HAN DONGFANG: So does this mean that all the work-
ers’ representatives have been detained?

YAO DAN: Basically yes. A few people are still here.
They are all younger ones who have stuck their necks
out. Several of them are under our protection. 

HAN:Are they in hiding?

YAO DAN:Yes, they’re in hiding.14

Yao Dan also described how the workers managed
to free another of their representatives. 

They also detained another of our representatives,
Gu Baoshu, when we were inside the government
courtyard. He was trying to talk to the people from the
Complaints Office to help us contact the leaders. He
was dragged into a small room when nobody was
looking. An old woman inadvertently saw what was
happening. About a hundred of us went up to the
room to rescue him. We forced the door open and
freed him.15

Yao Fuxin’s wife, Guo Xiujing, said the workers
decided not to put any more of their representatives
at risk. They assumed, however, that one represen-
tative — an elderly, handicapped worker confined to
a wheelchair — would still be safe on the “front line.”
They didn’t think the police would dare arrest him.
There is a well-known Chinese saying that goes, “Put
o` the enemy by o`ering some bitter meat,” which
the workers believed would apply in that case.
Guo also described how the older people tried to

protect the younger workers from the police.

GUO:We will continue tomorrow, but again, it will
be the old folks taking the lead. The young people all
want to come out. But the older ones want to protect
them, and they won’t let them out. 

HAN: But these people still want to charge ahead? 

GUO:Yes, they do. But for the sake of their own safety,
they can’t be allowed.16

On the morning of March 21, for the fourth con-
secutive day, more than 1,000 Ferroalloy workers gath-
ered at the city government headquarters to demand
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March 5, 2002 

Esteemed General Secretary
Jiang Zemin: Greetings!

… Ever since this group of
corrupt people linked up in
1995, they have acted in ca-
hoots to reduce, through dou-
ble-dealing and plotting, a
perfectly good SOE to absolute
chaos: production stopped,
workers were laid off, and em-
ployees driven to indescribable
despair. The sweat and blood of
workers has been used to nur-
ture a colony of parasites.
Under the pretext of procuring
goods, Fan took holidays
abroad and gathered up large
amounts of foreign exchange to
fill his own personal coffers to
the brim. At the factory, he bul-
lied and intimidated workers
and used hundreds of thou-
sands worth of public funds to
refurbish his house and send his
two children abroad to study.
Fan and his corrupt friends
used state funds to eat, drink,
gamble, philander,  and any-
thing else they felt like doing.
There were no limits to their ex-
travagance… 

We have no pensions or
medical insurance, and there is
also no minimum welfare fund.
To date, the promises of ade-
quate welfare that the govern-
ment made in a draft document
prior to the bankruptcy have
not been met. The bankruptcy
went through leaving the work-
force in tears and the corrupt
officials laughing all the way to
the bank. … legal activities have
produced a legal company, and

the government has done its
utmost to cover up and collude
in this almost perfect crime….. 

The vast majority of workers
have been driven beyond the
limits of forbearance by this
group of people who have col-
luded together with Liaoyang
government leaders in a swamp
of corruption to shore up their
own interests, maintain their of-
ficial jobs and positions and ig-
nore both party discipline and
national laws….

Is it possible that a Chinese
nation under the leadership of
the Communist Party can leave
no space for workers? Is there
no other road except this road
to tragedy? The Chinese Com-
munist Party has led the broad
mass of the Chinese people
through eighty years of bitter
struggle that continue to this
day. The party's aim has been
to serve the people and their
pursuit of prosperity and well-
being ...

Respected and beloved Sec-
retary General Jiang, we do not
oppose the leadership of the
Party or the socialist system.
Aside from demanding our le-
gitimate and legal rights, all our
efforts are aimed at helping the
country dig out and eliminate
all the corrupt worms boring
away at and ruining our social-
ist economic system ...

… Since the reforms started,
the Chinese working class has
been the Party’s source of
fresh, combat-ready troops in
the economic battles that have
faced our country. From our
studies of Central Committee

documents and your “Three
Represents” speech, we know
that the working class is still so-
ciety’s foremost source of
wealth and also its driving
force. To ignore this truth would
be an irreversible mistake and
could even put the country into
great peril ...

Faced with this tragic sce-
nario and with no other option
or way out before us, we hope
that you, as our leader, can lead
us out of this darkness and put
us back on the right track. Send
us a team of good cadres to in-
vestigate and clean out the
crimes of these corrupt people
and deal with this matter in the
spirit of justice. We fervently
hope that you will read this let-
ter. It is perhaps more than we
deserve that you hold-up your
valuable time but there are
genuine reasons for our actions.
We had no option but to write
directly to you. 

Finally we wish you a long
and healthy life and offer our
deepest respect,

Yours sincerely

THE UNEMPLOYED FORMER WORKERS

OF THE BANKRUPT LIAOYANG FER-
ROALLOY FACTORY, LIAONING
PROVINCE.

(The full text can be found
here: http://www.china-
labour.org.hk/public/con-
tents/article?revision%5fid=187
1&item%5fid=1870)

Excerpts from “Open Letter to the General Secretary 
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of China, Jiang Zemin”
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their leaders’ release. In response, the police arrested
two demonstrators. 
Despite the detention of their leaders, most of the

workers still had hopes that the central government
would right all the wrongs. Guo, too, expressed this
feeling:

I can still stick it out, otherwise what else can I do? All
the workers and their families at the Ferroalloy Fac-
tory come here every day. [She weeps.] They all bring
food for me; they keep me company. There is nothing
we can do, we can just hope that someone will be sent
down from the Central Disciplinary Committee and
this lid will be lifted. Only then could these few fellows
from the Ferroalloy Factory be freed. At the very least
the central leadership should send somebody.17

The Independent Union Comes Apart 
The Ferroalloy independent union began to splin-

ter under the pressure of the police onslaught. Prior
to the crackdown, the organizers had agreed on a con-
tingency plan in the event that the first tier of leader-
ship was put in prison. This plan failed when the
second tier leader, Chen Dianfan, stayed away from the
protests. He later admitted that he had been intimi-
dated by the police — his home phone was tapped,
and he was under strict police surveillance. He
reported to a foreign journalist, “I was told I would be
sent to prison if I dared do anything.”

This worker then secured a good job in one of the
Ferroalloy canteens, and while he showed up at
protests, he hung back and refused to assume a lead-
ership role. His behavior introduced a sense of dis-
trust and suspicion into the organization which soon
overwhelmed the independent union organizers. As
the social basis of the union began to crumble under
official pressure, family ties became the only sus-
tainable basis for an organized campaign. Soon after
the arrests, Yao Fuxin’s wife Guo assumed an implicit
leadership role. She led the months-long campaign
for the release of her husband and the other impris-
oned unionists. She explained how she and other fam-
ily members of the prisoners stepped forward to
protect the younger organizers who otherwise would
have “stuck their necks out only to have their heads
chopped off.” 

GUO XIUJING:The main thing is that now these lead-
ers of ours have been picked up. There are some other
younger guys who will stick their necks out, but that
means the PSB will just go on detaining people. Any-

one who acts as a representative will just get picked
up. We don’t want things to get that bad. That is not
our aim.18

The authorities allowed Yao Fuxin to talk to his
wife, Guo Xiujin, on the phone on March 21, 2002.
This was the first time his family could confirm where
he was and that the PSB was holding him. Calling
from the detention center, Yao said that the demon-
strations should cool down. 

GUO XIUJING:When he phoned, someone else came
on the line first and said, “Are you a relative of Yao
Fuxin?” I said “yes.” Then he said, “Well, he would like
to have a few words with you.” That was it. Then he
let Yao Fuxin persuade me to talk to everyone and
ask them to call off the demonstrations. After Yao
had finished…I asked him, “Are you OK?” He said,
“Yes” and that he had already talked to Gong Yi [the
Chief of Police]. I asked, “What did he say?” He said,
“Nothing much.” That’s what Yao said. He didn’t give
a precise day when people would be released. The
main thing he talked about was that people should
stay off the streets and stop demanding that the gov-
ernment release people. People needed to calm down
since he had already talked with Gong Yi. I said, “So
what did he say about you and the others? He said,
“It’s nothing, nothing to worry about.”19

The following day, state security telephoned Guo to
report that Yao had su`ered a stroke and had to be
hospitalized. Guo’s request to visit him in the hospi-
tal was refused. Yao’s family maintained that he had
no prior history of heart problems. He was allowed to
call his family again on March 31. Yao told his wife
that he had fallen ill several times from heart problems
since he last spoke to her. Three weeks later, on April
11, Guo was finally allowed to visit her husband for
the first time. Yao Fuxin told his wife that he was kept
in shackles for the first four days of his imprison-
ment.
With their leaders imprisoned or disappeared, the

independent union of Liaoyang Ferroalloy collapsed.
The police paid frequent, harassing visits to the homes
of more than 50 leaders and organizers. The organizers
destroyed all their printed materials and went into
hiding. Some were on the run for weeks. When one of
them returned home after several weeks, the police
picked him up and interrogated him for a whole day.
In the following weeks, they took him in several more
times and o`ered him money to help out with his
financial diaculties.20 While some organizers man-
aged to resist such temptations, they began to wonder
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how many of the other organizers succumbed and
agreed to be undercover PSB agents. Solidarity was
destroyed. 

Courage and Resilience
Even the arrests and the collapse of the independ-

ent union did not deter a core group of some 200 Fer-
roalloy workers from continuing their street
demonstrations at regular intervals. After the crack-
down, the workers’ demands became even more
overtly political, focusing on the imprisonment of
their representatives, police brutality, and govern-
ment corruption. Guo Xiujing led this sustained cam-
paign for over a year. 
Still sticking to the “play by the rules” strategy,

Guo applied for permission to hold a May Day rally,
but threats from the city government and the oacial
trade union forced the organizers to abandon the plan.
Then, around midnight on May 5, flyers appeared all
around the Ferroalloy residential neighborhood call-
ing on workers to stage a rally in front of the city gov-
ernment headquarters on May 7 and 8. The police
discovered the flyers early in the morning and imme-
diately removed them. Guo denied any knowledge of
the organizers (who remain unknown). The flyers
listed five demands:

1. Release the workers’ representatives uncondi-
tionally, rehabilitate their reputations, and com-
pensate them for their losses.

2. Investigate the legal responsibility for the bank-
ruptcy of Liaoyang Ferroalloy and disclose the
full story of how bankruptcy was used to cover
up corruption and misappropriation of funds.

3. Establish the responsibility of someone named
Liu who swindled RMB 3 million ($362,318) from
Ferroalloy and who had received only a sus-
pended jail sentence.

4. Gu Baoshu was badly beaten up on April 16,
2002. Those responsible must  be duly penal-
ized.

5. Protect the lawful rights of unemployed work-
ers.

As a result of the “midnight flyers,” several hundred
Ferroalloy workers showed up on May 7 to march to
city government headquarters. They demonstrated

for several days, and their numbers finally reached
800. Then, on May 9, workers from other troubled
plants joined the demonstration. Guo Xiujing
described the scene of the demonstration that day. 

GUO XIUJING:We got there shortly after 9 a.m. Alto-
gether with some from other plants, we were 500,
600, 700, 800 people.
HAN DONGFANG:Did you raise any banners?
GUO:Yes, we did. One read “Ferroalloy Factory,” and
the other read “strongly demand city government to
release detainee.” Pretty soon a few government offi-
cers came over to talk to us.  First, two officers from
the complaints office came over and told us, “This is
creating a bad influence. Take them [the banners]
down quickly.” Everybody said, “No, we won’t.”
Shortly afterwards, six or seven government officers
came over and began to snatch our banners. The PSB
officers did not take part. They arrived but all stayed
inside the government compound. Our “Ferroalloy
Factory” banner, a red banner, got snatched away. …
… The other banner read “strongly demand city

government to release detainees,” and our folks
wouldn’t let them snatch it away. So we ended up in
a tug-of-war. What a disgrace! All these government
officials, “rom-rom-rom”— just like in tug-of-war. At
the end, our folks won and snatched back our banner
[she laughs].21

With their remarkable courage and resilience, these
workers continued the demonstrations for days. Work-
ers from even more plants joined them, protesting
their loss of livelihood. On May 13, the vice mayor
came out to meet them, but on May 15, the police used
force to break up the demonstration. Undeterred, the
protesters returned the next day and were joined by
an even greater number of workers who had heard
about the police violence the previous day. The demon-
strators again hoisted their banner demanding the
release of their representatives, and two elderly work-
ers — one was over 80 years old — went inside the
government oace to demand a meeting with the
mayor.  
On May 17, 2002, the vice mayor met with Guo Xiu-

jing and two other representatives. He assured them
that he would immediately investigate and report on
the matter. He also indicated that the prisoners might
be released soon. Despite all past experience, Guo and
the other workers still believed these reassuring words
from the Liaoyang authorities and decided to sus-
pend the daily protests. According to the vice mayor,
if they held o` demonstrating, the case of their impris-
oned leaders could be handled more easily. 
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From May until mid-July, the Ferroalloy cam-
paigners waited patiently for the release of their rep-
resentatives, but once again, what they naively hoped
for never materialized. On the contrary, and with no
warning, the Liaoyang government informed Guo
Xiujing that her husband and other detainees would
be put on trial. Outraged, the Ferroalloy workers
decided to resume their demonstrations.
In mid-August, some 600 Ferroalloy workers filed a

lawsuit with the city prosecutor, charging the political
police (PSB), the city government, and the Ferroalloy
management with unlawful arrest, assault, wrongful
termination of employment, and failure to prosecute
corruption and malpractices among its oacials.
The prosecutor’s oace rejected their suit on the

grounds that the charges were not specific enough.
The workers’ suit was a striking sign of energy,
courage, and hope at a time when circumstances were
quite dire. 

Unwavering Defiance
On December 20, 2002, the government released

two of the four detainees, Wang Zhaoming and Pang
Qingxiang, on probation. According to the Washing-
ton Post Foreign Service, the authorities warned them
to avoid other laid-o` workers and to devote their
energies instead to gathering evidence against pro-
testers.22Wang  remained defiant after his nine-month
imprisonment. In an interview, he asserted that he
wanted to file suit against the police for his unlawful
incarceration.

HAN DONGFANG:Have you ever regretted what has
happened to you over the past nine months? 

WANG ZHAOMING:Nothing to regret. I still think that
what we have done is an act of justice. We are only
asking for our back pay. This is reasonable and legal
in every sense. It is our hard-earned money. Why [is
the factory] holding it? … It simply doesn’t make sense
to us. We have to get it back. The government has
done nothing despite our numerous petitions. We
were left with no options but taking to the streets!
Two of us are still locked up. They’ve got to release
them! …

… The Labor Law states that state enterprises have
to settle outstanding payments before going bankrupt.
[Ferroalloy] has got to pay us. It is illegal to simply
declare bankruptcy without paying us our wages. That’s
why we petitioned. We haven’t done anything against
the public. Everything we have done is fair and just.
We haven’t done anything wrong. We are just asking for

our hard-earned money, our back pay. We want to live.
The government has the responsibility [to ensure our
livelihood], and no one can contest that. We want to
know what the court has got to say, who is in the wrong.
There has to be a definite outcome.23

Wang also spoke about his strong aspirations for
the workers to have control over their own lives. 

I hope that fellow unemployed workers will remem-
ber us. I hope you [Han Dongfang] will give us some
concrete help. It’s really difficult for us now. But I am
not talking about money. Our problems can be solved
if we workers can exercise our rights to live and man-
age our own lives.24

Three days later, Wang was once again detained
by police. Yao Fuxin echoed Wang’s defiance when
his wife and daughter visited him in his prison cell.

I have no regrets, no regrets. Why should I? I didn’t
oppose the party. I didn’t oppose socialism. We just
wanted food to eat. 25

Xiao Yunliang, too, remained outspoken. Although
his younger brother was a lawyer with the People’s
Liberation Army, Xiao refused to hire him or anyone
else for his defense. He said to his daughter:

Don’t get me any lawyer. It’s useless. The government
is the prosecutor, but it’s also the defendant.26

Government Tactics
The government pursued its usual tactics for crush-

ing popular protests: yield on some economic demands
for most workers and move ruthlessly against the
core leaders. Nearly all outstanding medical expenses
were eventually reimbursed, half of the salaries in
arrears were paid, and the workers’ pension insur-
ance cards were issued. Occasionally, the government
also gave several hundred RMB or several sacks of
flour to especially poor families from Ferroalloy. And,
in September 2002 —long after the protests began —
the government finally arrested and tried Fan Yicheng,
the corrupt factory manager. He was sentenced to 13
years in prison in March 2003. 
At the same time, the political tone of the Liaoyang

protests — and the political histories of its leaders,
especially Yao Fuxin — appeared to prompt the regime
to lash out against the leaders in a far more severe
fashion than at Daqing. The authorities were deter-
mined to destroy the movement, its organization and
its leadership. 
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According to some accounts, it’s possible that the
hard-line position on the Liaoyang prisoners came
down from Beijing between June and November 2002.
This is suggested by comments made by top ACFTU
leaders in response to international criticism on the
handling of the Liaoyang protests, The International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) filed a
complaint against the Chinese government for vio-
lating International Labor Organization (ILO) con-
ventions on freedom of association and collective
bargaining. The government replied to the complaint
at the annual June ILO conference, claiming that Yao
Fuxin “had been detained because he had broken Chi-
nese law by carrying out car-burning and not because
he had organised a workers’ campaign.”27 In its formal
reply to the ILO in September, the government alleged
that the four prisoners had “jointly carried out planned
activities of terrorism and sabotage.”28 The deputy
chairman of ACFTU repeated these allegations at a
press conference in Beijing on November 11.
In stark contrast to the Beijing ACFTU, the local

ACFTU denied the charges. In an interview on
November 12, Han Dongfang asked the chairman of

the Liaoyang Municipal Trade Unions about the vio-
lence:

HAN DONGFANG:Was there any violence at all during
the petitions?

CHAIRMAN SU:No…Everything was peaceful.

HAN:We have heard reports that Yao Fuxin was
involved in burning cars.

SU: That is sheer rumor. There is no way that Yao
Fuxin was involved in such activities.

HAN:None at all?

SU:No. No! 29

Other interviews by Han reveal the same contra-
diction between local and central government author-
ities. A security oacer working for Liaoyang city
government claimed in a November 12 interview that
there had been no car-burning incidents. The only
disturbance he could report took place when the work-
ers were petitioning in the city government head-
quarters. It amounted to this: a large number of
workers entered the canteen during lunch hour and
ate all the steamed buns (mantao). 

HAN DONGFANG: Can you confirm for us that dur-
ing the Ferroalloy Factory workers’ petition in March,

Yao Fuxin, born into a poor fam-
ily in 1950, grew up in the “New
China” under Communist Party
rule. Despite the regime’s re-
pressiveness, he built up a long
history of social and political ac-
tivism. During the Cultural Rev-
olution, he was sentenced to
five years of “reeducation” in a
labor camp for criticizing Mao
Zedong and the ruling party.
This was a period during the
1960s when tens of millions of
people suffered similar fates.
During the 2002 Ferroalloy
protests, Yao's daughter, Yao
Dan, recalled that her father had
always said that his experience
in the labor camp would enable
him to withstand any hardship if
he were imprisoned again. 

After finishing high school,

Yao Fuxin worked in the
Liaoyang Steel Rolling Factory
until he was laid off in 1992.
Only 42 years old, Yao re-
mained active and tried to or-
ganize petitions and protests
among his coworkers. He also
got involved in broader discus-
sions about China’s political
system: he wanted a more
democratic system which
would look after the interests of
working people. He listened to
banned radio broadcasts such
as the Voice of America and at-
tended a few meetings in 1998
with organizers of the banned
Democratic Party of China.
Over the years, the police de-
tained Yao several times but
never held him for more than a
few weeks. 

After he lost his job, Yao and
his wife, Guo Xiujing, set up a
small convenience store in their
neighborhood, a choice made
by many resourceful laid-off
workers.  But unlike most small
stores, Yao and Guo’s store be-
came a place where workers
living in the neighborhood—
most of them from the Ferroal-
loy Factory—came to drink tea
and discuss events in Liaoyang
and the plight of the unem-
ployed. The local public secu-
rity officers considered the
store a hotbed of labor ac-
tivism. Yao went on to lead the
Liaoyang protests. His story re-
mains one of the outstanding
instances of a defiant social ac-
tivist and democratic unionist
in contemporary China.

Profile of an Independent Unionist: Yao Fuxin
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some cars were burnt? Did anything like that hap-
pen?

SECURITY OFFICER:No. None of that happened.

HAN:Not at all?

OFFICER: No. Where did you get your information
from?

HAN: We heard that Yao Fuxin had led workers into
burning cars. Was there anything like that?

OFFICER:No.30

The car-burning allegations were never mentioned
at Yao Fuxin’s trial. This smear tactic by the highest-
ranking ACFTU oacials is emblematic of the negative
role played by the oacial unions during the protests.  

An End to the Protests
At a four-hour trial, held in Liaoyang on January 15,

2003, Yao Fuxin and Xiao Yunliang were convicted
of “subverting the political power of the state and
overthrowing the socialist system” and “scheming to
organize and incite members of the public.” (For a
description of the events leading up to the trial and
the courtroom proceedings, see sidebar, “Tried for
Subversion.”) After serving almost his entire one-
year sentence, Xiao emerged from prison with his
health destroyed. Yao’s ordeal in prison continues
today. (For more on their imprisonment, see sidebar,
“One Released, the Other Still Languishes.”)
The Ferroalloy workers remained defiant even after

the trial, planning to stage more demonstrations in
Beijing in March to mark the first anniversary of the
Ferroalloy demonstrations. But Chinese oacials had
had enough. They rejected the workers’ application for
a rally permit, detained and questioned a leading
organizer, and put other demonstration leaders under
24-hour surveillance. It was the final straw, and for
all practical purposes the Ferroalloy protests were
over. 
Outside of China, however, the Ferroalloy work-

ers were not forgotten. The one-year anniversary of the
March 11 demonstrations also marked almost a year

of international e`orts to pressure the Chinese gov-
ernment to release “the Liaoyang Four,” as they came
to be known, and later just Yao Fuxin and Xiao Yun-
liang. These e`orts used the standard channels: the
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions,
the United Nations Commission on Human Rights
Working Group on Arbitrary Detentions, and the
International Labor Organization. More than a dozen
unions around the world also wrote letters to the Chi-
nese government. 
Beijing made no response to these appeals.

Conclusion: Protesting 
on Political Terms
The Ferroalloy workers organized demonstrations

that were smaller and less militant than those in
Daqing. They kept their actions lawful and held onto
their faith in the Chinese system longer than one
would have expected given so many broken prom-
ises and betrayals. Yet the regime seemed to fear the
Ferroalloy workers more than other protesters, it
seems clear, because the workers — and especially
their leaders – framed their protest in political terms.
Accordingly, Beijing set out to crush their leaders and
destroy the basis for their independent union — and
succeeded. But the ruthlessness of the reaction reflects
the regime’s perception that the Liaoyang workers
posed a significant threat to their rule. 
The Liaoyang Ferroalloy campaign was one of the

most remarkable labor organizing initiatives of this
period: it was unusually long; the organizers sus-
tained clear goals, economic and political:,  and a core
of 200 workers — led by women — refused to be
silenced or intimidated when their leaders were
imprisoned.  This strong sense of loyalty and soli-
darity (yi qi) is said to be a trait among northern Chi-
nese people.  Whatever the reason for their bravery
and steadfastness, the actions of the Liaoyang Fer-
roalloy workers attracted admiration and attention
all over the world.
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This sounds like a familiar story, and in many
respects, the Heavenly King protest at Xianyang fol-
lowed a common trajectory with other labor protests
by state-owned enterprise (SOE) workers. Privatiza-
tion, and a change in the ownership and management
of the enterprise, triggered the protest. Deteriorating
terms of employment, the regime’s broken promises
to protect the workers, widespread corruption in the
transfer process, and the underpricing of factory
assets added fuel to the fire. These practices destroyed
the livelihood of the Heavenly King workers and threw
many into poverty. 
This scenario has been repeated time after time in

China.
But the Heavenly King strike displayed four excep-

tional characteristics: First, it lasted seven weeks — a
very long time, given the terrible pressures brought to
bear on the workers by the Chinese authorities. Sec-
ond, most of the strikers were current employees rather
than laid-off or retired workers and their protests focused
on the violation of their rights and status — breach of
contract and denial of their rights to the democratic con-
sultation guaranteed by law during any privatization
process. Third, the Heavenly King workers tried to use
existing labor law to establish a factory union. Fourth,
and finally, the striking workers were mostly women
(although the leaders were men). 
Another key aspect of the Heavenly King protest

was the active role played by Han Dongfang and his

Hong Kong-based China Labour Bulletin (CLB). The
CLB contacted the workers soon after the strike began
and helped them develop a strategy to pursue collec-
tive bargaining lawfully.
The CLB provided legal information, organizing

advice, and support. The CLB also made public
inquiries about the case directly to the government.
Their reporting allowed the foreign press to cover the
story. Still, there is scant data and few interviews on
the protests, so we have a limited understanding of
how the workers actually organized the strike. The
account in this chapter relies on the material gath-
ered by the CLB and its representatives, who risked
their freedom in an effort to help the strikers.1

A Truly Bad Deal: Strike Background
In 2001, the Xianyang city government restruc-

tured a state-owned-enterprise called Xibei No. 7 Cot-
ton Factory into a shareholding company called
Heavenly King Textile. Management pressured all
employees to purchase shares in the new company.
Each worker had to buy RMB 4140 ($500) worth of
shares, cadres were expected to purchase RMB 8,280
($1,000), and senior cadres, to purchase RMB 16,560
($2,000). 
In 2003, China’s officials announced a plan to sell

more than 190,000 state-owned enterprises to private
investors; only about 190 large enterprises would remain
under state control. In early 2004, the privately-owned

3

The Strike at Heavenly King:
“Our Rights are Not for Sale”
Summary

ONSEPTEMBER 14, 2004, more than 6,000 workers of the Tianwang (literally, “Heav-
enly King”) Textile Group, Xianyang City, Shaanxi province, began a strike that
was to last for seven weeks. The workers were protesting the unfair — and unlaw-

ful — proposals offered by the new owners as their factory was privatized. The strike
ended, as did so many others, with leaders in detention and some demands met.
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China Resources Company of Hong
Kong (CRC) acquired a 51 percent con-
trolling share of Heaven King. (CRC
changed the factory’s name to the
Xianyang China Resources [Huarun]
Textile Factory, but for clarity, we’ll
use only Heavenly King in this chap-
ter.)
The Heavenly King workers cal-

culated that the factory was worth
about RMB 339,480,000 ($41 million),
but CRC’s valuation was only RMB
82,800,000 ($10 million). When the
city government accepted the CRC
estimate, the workers immediately
suspected that government officials
were looting the factory’s assets. To
make matters worse, when the deal
was about to go through, manage-
ment ordered the workers to sell
their shares back to the company at
a 75 percent loss. In essence, the
workers shouldered the financial
burden of the company’s drastic
devaluation.
Faced with these disastrous developments, the

workers resisted the factory’s sale to CRC. For exam-
ple, when Heavenly King’s management called a legally
mandated meeting of delegates to a plant-level “work-
ers’ congress” for a secret ballot vote on the deal, they
were alarmed when anti-privatization sentiment
appeared dominant. Even when management vio-
lated the legal protocols of the procedure by allow-
ing only certain delegates to vote, and then with a
public show of hands, many of their hand-picked del-
egates still voted against the sale.
Furious, managers then locked all the delegates

inside a meeting room and would not let them leave
until they approved the sale. According to workers’
descriptions, the delegates gave in only after many
hours “in custody.” At that point, each delegate
received about RMB 108 ($13) in coupons as a reward.
Clearly unhappy with the election experience,

which had been organized under the auspices of the
official, government-controlled union All China Fed-
eration of Trade Unions (ACFTU), the new manage-
ment abolished both the factory branch of the ACFTU

and the Communist Party Committee inside the plant.2

These startling — and blatantly illegal — actions were
an ominous sign that the new management felt it could
act with impunity. Although neither the union nor
the party was likely to have helped the workers, their
elimination from the scene meant that even pro forma
channels of protest were gone. 

The Final Straw
As part of its structuring plan, CRC decided to lay

off all Heavenly King employees, and to pay each one a
single severance payment equal to one month’s basic
salary for each year of work. CRC also planned to rehire
an unspecified number of the workers without regard
to seniority. Furthermore, these rehired workers would
1) be paid substantially lower wages than they had
earned prior to layoff; and 2) serve six-month “proba-
tion,” during which they would be paid only 60 per-
cent of their new, lower salary. And, finally, CRC would
offer one- to three-year contracts, in flagrant violation
of China’s Labor Law, which guaranteed a permanent
contract to anyone employed at a factory for more than
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10 years. Most of the Heavenly King workers, in fact, had
more than 10 years seniority.

WORKER:The main cause [of the strike] is related to
CRC’s [terms of re-employment]... You know work-
ers’ wages are already quite low, and all they want is
to make ends meet. Six hundred, 700, 800 RMB [$72,
$85, $144] are okay, but once it goes lower than that,
they can’t survive with such low wages with all those
deductions. I heard a worker saying that 100 to 200
RMB [$12, $24] were deducted from his salary. … You
see why the retired workers also joined the action.3

The workers viewed the probation period as a
thinly disguised ploy to cut their wages still further
and as an insult to their professional status. They also
claimed that CRC had ignored a government require-
ment when it refused to pay them compensation for
their change in status from state workers to private
sector employees. Worst of all from their point of view,
the new owner refused to pay the premiums for their
future pensions and medical insurance.
These planned changes at Heavenly King had

important implications for the entire city of
Xianyang. Most factories in town were tied to the
textile industry in one way or another, and most
were slated to undergo similar restructurings soon.
The Heavenly King fight was a test case for all
Xianyang’s workers, and a serious challenge to the
city government.
CRC formally announced the new terms of employ-

ment in early September 2004. In response, the work-
ers posted these questions on the factory gate:

1. How will the legally required compensation to
state enterprise workers who become private
enterprise employees be paid?

2. Who will be held responsible for the massive
loss of public assets?

3. Who will safeguard the fundamental rights and
interests of the workers?

4. Will the former wage levels of the rehired
employees be protected?

5. Why is there unrest at the plant?  Who should
be held responsible? 

Unsatisfied by CRC management’s response, the
workers called a strike to begin on September 14. They
upped the ante by reaching out to Beijing to: 

1. Request the central government to send an
inspection team to review the terms of CRC’s
acquisition of the factory for financial impro-
priety. 

2. Require new management to offer the work-
force: 1) more equitable contracts with no pro-
bationary work period; 2) preservation of
seniority status; 3) compensation for the loss of
their SOE-employee status; and 4) continued
payment of their pension and medical insur-
ance premiums.

3. Hold CRC responsible for losses incurred dur-
ing the suspension of production and for the
workers’ lost wages because the new contracts
violated Chinese Labor and Trade Union Law.4

Rally at the Main Gate
The workers struck on September 14, as planned,

and by the next day, they (most of them women) had
set up an around-the-clock vigil, in rotating shifts of
200 strikers at the factory’s main gate. After the police
objected, they moved to the pedestrian walkways. 
The strikers were exuberant: They hung banners

from the factory gates; they chanted slogans all day.
They sang the national anthem, the Internationale,
and “The East Is Red”— “golden oldies” of the Maoist
era — to boost morale and attract the public. They
also sang the theme song of a popular television drama
called “Plainclothes Police” to amuse, or tease, the
police officers stationed at the scene. 

The workers viewed the probation period as a thinly disguised ploy to cut
their wages still further and as an insult to their professional status. … Worst
of all from their point of view, the new owner refused to pay the premiums
for their future pensions and medical insurance.
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WORKER:On the banners, we’d written, “Stop losing
state assets,”  “Anti-corruption,” “Protect workers’
rights,” “Give us the funds we worked hard for,” “Love
our factory and protect our families,” and something
like “Reform is the direction, and workers’ settlement
is a prerequisite.” On the roadsides, there were also
banners reading, “To solve the problem, please fol-
low the road regulations.” You could see the slogans
all along the two sides of the road.5

On September 16, management posted a statement
near the factory entrance to announce that it was
withdrawing some of the objectionable clauses from
the new contracts. But it was not enough: The work-
ers did not stop the strike because many of their
demands and questions remained unanswered. 
A worker from a hospital subsidiary of Heavenly

King told the CLB that the factory managers had called
the police for help, but the police had not intervened
after they saw that the workers were rallying peace-
fully.He described the scene on September 16 this way. 

WORKER: I went to work at eight in the morning. The
north and west gates were all filled with people. Ren-
min Road (site of factory gate) is fine today. It is not
blocked. In the last few days, it was full of people,
and the police blocked its two ends with police vehi-
cles. 

HAN DONGFANG: In total, with several huge work
units, how many workers were involved? 

WORKER: Oh, at least 5,000 to 6,000 workers from
the work units were there, retirees counted the most.
The whole Number 7 Factory [an older name for the
Heavenly King factory] and its retirees together rep-
resent a big sum. More than 10,000 blocked the road
yesterday. 6

On September 18, the Shaanxi provincial govern-
ment sent a task force to the Heavenly King factory to
mediate, with no success. 

The China Labour Bulletin Steps In
About a week into the strike, a CLB staff mem-

ber traveled to Xianyang to contact the textile work-
ers and to gather information about the strike. When
the police saw him speaking with workers outside
the factory, they detained him for questioning, but he
managed to extricate himself without a major inci-
dent. Later, from a neighboring city, he arranged a
meeting with several of the strike leaders, to help
them plan strategies using China’s own labor laws.
The strikers were feeling the pressure. The onset of
winter was just a few weeks away; family savings

were fast running out; and the workers thought they
would have to call off the strike soon.
After discussing the options, the strikers agreed

that the best way forward was to try to form a fac-
tory-level union —a branch of the ACFTU. The ration-
ale was straightforward:  strike leaders in China
usually got arrested, but elected union officials, in
theory, enjoyed many legal protections. The factory
had no union, and so the workers assumed that they
had the legal right to form one. In fact, it was a serious
challenge to the regime’s authority and the status quo.
Following the Trade Union Law to the letter, the

strike leaders organized the factory workers to cre-
ate the shop-level committees needed to elect a pro-
visional trade union body. The provisional group
would oversee a factory-wide election to establish the
permanent trade union branch. Han Dongfang pro-
vided information on these legal steps and details on
the various legal rights and protections afforded to
Chinese workers. The CLB urged the workers to ask
the government-controlled General Trade Union of
Xianyang to approve their union-organizing initia-
tive and also to represent the workers in negotiations. 
On the eve of the shop-level preparatory elections,

the workers urgently asked CLB for on-site legal rep-
resentation and advice. The CLB arranged for a promi-
nent Beijing lawyer to fly to Xianyang, but he was
jailed upon arrival. The police told him that it was
“forbidden to provide legal advice to Chinese workers”
and threatened to charge him with “endangering state
security” — a grave criminal offense in China — if he
didn’t abandon his mission. The lawyer was released
three days later after he finally agreed to “voluntarily
withdraw” from the case. Meanwhile, the Heavenly
King strike continued.
While the workers struggled to form an ACFTU

union, the ACFTU itself was working to undermine
the effort. Shortly after the strike began, ACFTU offi-
cials told reporters that they had no plans to negoti-
ate on behalf of the workers and that they were waiting
for instructions from higher authorities. One official
claimed that he didn’t know whether or not a union
still existed in the factory. 
In early October, after learning that the Heavenly

King workers were organizing an ACFTU branch,
city authorities stepped in. They quickly announced
that the General Trade Union of Xianyang had already
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On January 2, 2003, almost
one thousand retired workers in
Suizhou city, in central China’s
Hubei province —many of them
quite elderly—blocked a main
railway line for two hours, until
police finally drove them away.
So began more than a year of
protest marches and demonstra-
tions, and almost two years of
lawsuits, organized by workers of
the state-owned Tieshu Textile
factory. 

The Tieshu factory went bank-
rupt in early 2003 and shut
down altogether eight months
later. The bankruptcy hit the
workers in two phases: first, re-
tired workers lost their benefits
and, second, when the factory
closed, the younger workers lost
their jobs. Although the Tieshu
workers were not fighting priva-
tization, they had many of the
same grievances as the Heavenly
King textile workers: they had
been coerced into buying com-
pany shares which were ulti-
mately declared worthless; the
company failed to pay pension
and insurance premiums so
those benefits were lost; the
workers suspected corruption
and collusion involving party,
government and company offi-
cials; and, not surprisingly, the
city government and company
refused to negotiate in good
faith.

By April 2003, after months of
fruitless public protest, the re-
tired workers were frustrated
and desperate. They decided to
change course and pursue a
legal strategy. 

The retirees chose to sue the
factory’s Bankruptcy Investiga-
tion Unit for violation of their
rights. They asked the Suizhou
Labor Dispute Arbitration Com-
mittee to hear the case. The
committee refused. Subse-
quently, the workers asked the
Suizhou City Intermediate Peo-
ple’s Court, and, then, the Hubei

Provincial High People’s Court to
hear the case. Both courts re-
fused.

At that point, some of the
workers resolved to approach
China’s Supreme People’s Court
in Beijing. On July 14, 2003, they
posted a statement about the
case on a wall in a workers’
neighborhood:

… Under the sky of Hubei
Province, there is no way to
complain, and there is
nowhere to appeal. … we will
appeal to the Supreme Court
of the People’s Republic of
China and report to the
Standing Committee of the
National People’s Congress,
demanding legal supervision
without the interference of
the administration so that the
lawful rights of the elderly can
be [protected].

The appeal to the Supreme
Court appeared to work. In July,
the Court ruled that the Hubei
High People’s Court must take
the case. On August 1st, the
Hubei High Court ruled that the
Suizhou City Intermediate Peo-
ple’s Court should reopen the
case. And on August 4th, the
Suizhou Court promptly de-
manded RMB 5,175 ($625) in
legal fees —a sum completely
out of the reach of the Tieshu
workers. They were stymied, and
the protests continued.

In September, 2003, soon
after the legal strategy collapsed,
the younger Tieshu workers, who
had remained employed through
the bankruptcy period, finally
lost their jobs. They joined the
street protests, injecting re-
newed energy to the campaign.
The authorities reacted ruth-
lessly. The Public Security Bureau
(PSB)—China’s political police—
took over the operation. During
the months of protests that fol-
lowed the court defeat, the PSB
attacked protesters on the

street, tracked them down at
home, and, finally, imprisoned
nine of them in February 2004. 

In March 2004, Han Dongfang
and the China Labour
Bulletin(CLB) enlisted a Beijing
law firm to defend the nine work-
ers. This marked the first time
the CLB played an active role in
a labor struggle, and it marked
the start of CLB’s “case interven-
tion program,"  which provides
advice and direct assistance to
workers. With the help of CLB’s
law firm, seven of the nine Tieshu
prisoners were free by late June.
The eighth, a former member of
the People’s Liberation Army,
served out his one-year prison
term. The ninth spent about ten
months in “reeducation labor”
until she fell ill and was released.

The story of the Tieshu work-
ers contains one final legal twist:
in April 2004, about 1,000 work-
ers filed suit against the Suizhou
City Social Insurance Bureau for
“administrative negligence.” The
workers alleged that the govern-
ment bureau failed to intervene
when the Tieshu Textile Com-
pany stopped paying the work-
ers’ pensions, which is illegal. It
was extremely unusual for such a
large number of workers to sue a
local government, not a com-
pany, for failing to carry out its
oversight duties. A local lawyer
agreed to take the case, and
each worker reportedly con-
tributed thirty to fifty yuan
($3.60 to $6.00) to cover the
legal expenses. 

In the end, despite their
tenacity and determination, the
Tieshu workers did not prevail.
And yet, the struggle was far
from fruitless. Their pursuit of
rights through the judicial sys-
tem—a “rights  defense move-
ment” (wei quan yun
dong)—became a strategy that
other labor activists in China
adopted and which workers con-
tinue to use. 

Tieshu Textile Factory: An Odyssey through the Courts 
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appointed a “trade union organizing committee” at
the factory and that the parent union had approved it.
Frustrated workers lodged a protest, noting they had
not elected this government-imposed body.
Their protest was futile. The creation of the ACFTU

unit by city officials spelled the end of grassroots
union organizing at Heavenly King: The workers were
instructed to halt their activities immediately.

Carrots and Sticks
While peaceful organizing ended, some frustrated

strikers concluded they had only one option left: mil-
itant action. Every night, starting in late October, groups
of workers went to the housing complex where Heav-
enly King managers lived to denounce the company’s
across-the-board corruption and malfeasance. Some
of the protesters threw stones and smashed windows.
As many of the strike leaders had feared, violence pro-
vided a pretext for a crackdown. During the last week
of October, the police jailed 20 strike activists.
The government imposed a news blackout on the

Heavenly King strike. On October 20, 2004, however,
a special Shaanxi provincial government task force
appeared on local television to order the strikers back
to work immediately. The same day, other members of
the taskforce went to the factory’s main gate to deliver
the message directly to the 200 workers who were
maintaining the 24-hour picket. Meanwhile, the police
detained several Chinese journalists who were try-
ing to report on the strike and confiscated their film. 
True to the carrot-and-stick formula, while the

police rounded up activists, the CRC management
reportedly made several concessions: First, contracts
for the rehired workers would be longer than three
years; second, management would drop the six-month
probationary work period; and third, it would also
drop the wage reductions.

With their leaders in jail, and after winning most
of their most important demands, the strikers —about
3,000 strong and mostly those who had been with Heav-
enly King for more than 10 years — accepted the com-
pany’s severance payment. Some 2,000 other workers
eventually got new jobs at the privatized company. The
remainder of the original workforce was transferred
to other local enterprises, including schools run by
Heavenly King’s former management. On November
1, 2004, the workers ended their seven-week strike.

In a final, unusual — and gratifying — gesture, the
authorities released the 20 or so imprisoned strike
leaders by early 2005 without ever formally charging
them. The government did bring to trial and convict
five other workers for having contact with unnamed
“foreign subversive elements,” but they received sus-
pended sentences and were released. 
One of the imprisoned workers recalled that China’s

Minister of Public Security (the nation’s top police offi-
cer) Zhou Yongkang, visited the city of Xianyang at
end of October to speak about the need “to properly
resolve internal conflicts among the people in order
to build up a harmonious and stable society.” The
workers believed that this stance, enunciated by a top-
ranking official from the central government, deter-
mined the relatively lenient treatment of the prisoners.

Conclusion:  A Model for Other Workers
The seven-week strike may well have been the longest

in China’s recent history and perhaps even the longest
since 1949. But the struggle’s greatest and unique sig-
nificance was political: a campaign for collective bar-
gaining rights conducted within the limits set by China’s
existing Labor Law and Trade Union Law. Linked to
this was the major role played by the China Labour Bul-
letin. The CLB provided information about laws and
advice about how to use them in a well-thought-out,
peaceful strategy to build an independent union.
In addition, while men took the leadership role in

the Heavenly King textile workers’ strike, women pro-
vided the backbone — the determined and organized
force that kept 200 workers picketing at the factory 24
hours a day for seven weeks.
And finally, although the attempt to build a union

and bargain collectively failed, the fact that the work-
ers won most of their economic demands while the
imprisoned activists were released in a matter of
months is significant. The Heavenly King textile work-
ers’ strike provided a model for other workers, as they
struggled for collective bargaining while avoiding the
harshest punishments.

[EDITOR’S NOTE: The new Labor Contract Law, which
became effective January 1, 2008, appears to open the door
to factory-level collective bargaining by elected workers’
representatives, though it was too early, as this publication
was completed, to determine the commitment of the gov-
ernment actually to implement the law. Failure to imple-
ment existing laws is a chronic problem in China.]
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In addition to its military duties, the PLA actually
owned and managed many factories which employed
both demobilized soldiers and non-PLA workers.
Although many of these enterprises produced military
equipment, as many as 80 percent of PLA businesses
were in strictly civilian industries: from construction
to automobiles, from foodstuffs to hotels.2 As Chi-
nese industry began to restructure, the PLA facto-
ries were not immune to the traumatic consequences,
and, just like workers throughout the country, the
PLA workers pushed back.  
This chapter focuses on four different episodes

involving PLA-owned factories and the strategies
chosen by soldiers-turned-workers to protect their
jobs. In all four cases, the former soldiers showed
greater militancy than most other workers. Their ide-
ological training gave their protests an explicit and
assertive political edge. They instinctively attacked
the party-state for betraying the socialist principles
and responsibilities that they had been taught — and
had absorbed so well — as soldiers. 

From the government’s perspective, these ex-sol-
diers remembered their political training altogether too
well: when they attacked the authorities for betraying
China’s official ideology, they threatened the legiti-
macy of the party-state. Thus, the authorities often
cracked down on the ex-soldiers ferociously. 
Unfortunately, reporters had even less direct access

to protesters than usual during these four PLA worker
campaigns. As a result, we have fewer interviews to
draw on and a less detailed picture of what the work-
ers experienced day-to-day. In some cases, we don’t
know how the protests ended. Still, what emerges is
a picture of confrontations with a strong ideological
undercurrent and some surprising outcomes. Below
is a brief summary of each episode, followed by a dis-
cussion of each.

1. PLA Factory 3403, city of Chongqing,

Sichuan Province
On August 18, 2004, several hundred workers set

up picket lines outside this factory, which produced

4

Ex-Soldiers Up in Arms

If it’s going to be “all assets and profits belong to the entrepreneurs,” . … [w]hy did
we need the revolution by the Communist Party sacrificing millions of lives?

FROM AN OPEN LETTER TO THEWORKERS OF CHONGQING FACTORY 34031

Summary

AFTER THE COMMUNISTS TOOK POWER in China in 1949, their army — the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA)— kept an influential position in the party-state hierar-
chy and enjoyed great prestige in society. In the official ideology, PLA solders were

called the “best sons and brothers of the people” (renmin zidi bing). In addition to
economic rewards and social privileges, the government gave PLA officers an espe-
cially intense political indoctrination. Most officers became Communist Party mem-
bers, and many became cadres.When soldiers were demobilized from the PLA, they
usually got desirable jobs in state-owned enterprises (SOEs), and they fully expected
to live worry-free after they retired.
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military vehicles, to challenge the unfair and illegal
terms for the company’s sale to private owners. The
protest soon escalated into a 12-day plant occupation
which ended only when a thousand military police
stormed the factory. This struggle stands out among
so many because of the open letter written by the dis-
illusioned workers to the Central Committee of the
Chinese Communist Party after the factory occupation
ended. In terms which reflected their sophisticated
ideological training, the ex-PLA cadres expressed
deep bitterness at the contradiction between the gov-
ernment’s rhetoric about socialist ideals and its con-
crete actions.

2. The Tongda Chemical Factory, city of

Dazhou, Sichuan Province

In August 2004, Tongda workers took to the
streets to protest the actions of corrupt factory man-
agers and government oacials who had restructured
the company for their private enrichment. When street
protests failed to bring the authorities to the bar-
gaining table, the workers tried to take over the gov-
ernment-controlled union, reasoning that if they
rebuilt the union through democratic elections, they
could use it as a legal instrument to pursue their goals.
Although they weren’t the first to try this strategy,
theirs was an unusually sophisticated approach.  For
the Tongda workers, it looked like their only remain-
ing option. 

3. Four PLA construction companies, city

of Shenzhen, Guangdong Province

In 1982, Deng Xiaoping’s government dispatched
20,000 PLA construction and engineering officers to
transform the fishing town of Shenzhen into China’s
first Special Economic Zone— a free-market enclave
open to foreign investors and private enterprise. The
demobilized soldiers literally built a booming metrop-
olis of skyscrapers and factories whose population
grew to four million people— the epicenter of China’s
economic expansion. But 20 years later, the govern-
ment privatized four PLA construction companies,
laid off more than 5,000 workers, and denied them
their promised benefits. In November 2005, while the
workers’ representatives were trying to negotiate with
city officials, the police hunted down activists and
violently broke up demonstrations. This struggle in

Shenzhen highlighted a cruel paradox: after building
the ultramodern city that turned China’s new eco-
nomic policy into a reality, the workers were cast aside.

4. PLA Factory 354, city of Chengdu,

Sichuan Province

In January 2006, PLA “Factory 354” workers
began a protest against the Chengdu government’s
plan to auction off their bankrupt plant. They sent
representatives to city officials with two proposals:
the workers would buy the plant; or the plant would
merge with other state-owned-enterprises. That same
day, 5,000 protesters reportedly compelled company
managers and local officials to remain inside the plant,
in order to force a response to their proposals. The
resulting police crackdown was particularly brutal,
but the struggle stands out because the workers won.
On January 21, 2006, the government canceled the
auction and announced that the factory would be
merged with other SOEs. 

Memo to: the Central Committee
From: the Workers of Chongqing 
When restructuring began in August 2003, PLA

Factory 3403 in Chongqing employed about 3,000
workers who produced military vehicles. The restruc-
turing process followed a familiar pattern: Manage-
ment declared the factory bankrupt; the reorganized
company was renamed; a price was set; and the fac-
tory was put on the market. As so often happened,
the government approved a price that was about one-
tenth of what the workers believed the factory was
worth. 
In this case, however, rather than resorting to

protest and appeals, the 3,403 workers first offered
to buy the factory for more than the government’s ask-
ing price, with plans to run it as a “democratic col-
lective.”  
The government refused the offer and refused to

discuss the workers’ many grievances. As a result,
on August 18, 2004, several hundred angry protesters
occupied and shut down the factory. The occupation
ended 12 days later, at 4 o’clock in the morning, when
more than a thousand military police stormed both the
factory and the workers’ living quarters. The con-
frontation was violent. Witnesses reported that the
police beat one young worker who then disappeared.



ALBERT SHANKER INSTITUTE | 39

The mother of another worker suffered a broken arm,
and at least two workers were hauled off to jail,
allegedly for assaulting the police. 
The stage was set for the workers’ next step: a let-

ter aimed directly at the Central Committee of the
Communist Party. In highly charged political lan-
guage, the letter accused China’s leaders of turning
their backs on the foundational principles of the com-
munist state. It posed the question, “What is the dif-
ference between present-day China under the rule of
the Communist Party [CPC] and China before the
1949 revolution?” It referred to the grassroots revolts
in Chinese history which toppled once-mighty dynas-
ties. It pointedly reminded the Chinese leaders of a
recent and profoundly unnerving precedent — the
collapse of Communist Party rule in the Soviet Union.
It was an ideologically fluent and threatening attack
on the ruling party’s new economic policy. The letter
ends with a battle cry. It was posted around the work-
ers’ living quarters.

AN OPEN LETTER FROM THE WORKERS OF

CHONGQING FACTORY 3403 TO THE 4TH CENTRAL

COMMITTEE CONGRESS OF THE 16TH CONGRESS OF

THE CPC:

We, the 3,000 workers at the PLA Chongqing Fac-
tory 3403, have for several decades given all our hard
labor to our job. We have given our blood, sweat, and
youth to our country and its people. Now, in the
vicious waves of privatization of SOEs, we are thrown
into the army of the unemployed and are hanging on
the edge between life and death. … 
China today is still under the rule of the Commu-

nist Party. The Constitution of the People’s Republic
of China [PRC] solemnly states that under socialism,
public assets are sacred and not to be violated. But
why are there blatantly unlawful acts of privatizing
and swallowing up state assets and endangering the
life of workers by pushing them into [the ranks of] the
unemployed? We, the 3,000 workers, don’t want to
be starved to death just like this. …
… Factories like ours, which have been privatized

and sold into the gutter, can be found everywhere in
the entire country. Why is such behavior, which vio-
lates justice, reason, and conscience, spreading every-
where?
China is the world’s most populous country. It is

most important that 1.3 billion people get fed. Rulers
in numerous dynasties during the last several thou-
sand years did not solve this problem. In our history,
countless revolutions have been sparked by people
driven by hunger and cold, and [these revolts] have
led to the endless changes in dynasties and downfall
of ruling crowns. In the 20 years of reform and open-

ing [to the world economy], “Efficiency is our prior-
ity, fairness is our concern” has produced a bad out-
come, which is “Robbing is our priority, fairness is
not our concern.” Not only are the people not all fed,
worse, the privatization reform has driven workers of
SOEs and collective-owned enterprises (COEs) into
the misery of unemployment and stripped [them] of
[the] means of livelihood. Our GDP claims to rise
steadily every year, but unemployment has grown
even more. The ordinary people’s lives have gone
from bad to worse, but the rich and powerful have
gotten ever richer. …
… Anyone will raise this question: if it’s going to be

“all assets and profits belong to the entrepreneurs,”
wasn’t China run like this before 1949? Why did we
need the revolution by the Communist Party sacri-
ficing millions of lives? …
The former Soviet Union’s Communist Party was

finished because it no longer represented the interests
of the people. It was abandoned by the people … If
China pursues the path of the former Soviet Union,
people in China will resent the ruling Communist
Party. …
The most fundamental interest of people is to live.

The prerequisite of living is employment. All our state-
owned and collectively-owned enterprises are being
turned into the private properties of plant owners, and
everywhere workers have lost their jobs. Does this
amount to representing the most fundamental interests
of the people and ruling the country for the people?
We common folks do not understand deep and

high-sounding theory. But we understand that com-
munist means “collective ownership of property.” As
long as the Communist Party of China [Gong Can
Dang] does not change its name to the Private Prop-
erty Party [Si Can Dang], we still have hopes. We peo-
ple still hope that our Communist Party will rescue
people from the danger of “deep fire and water.” We
strongly demand that the Party Central [Committee]
listen to the voices of the grassroots people in society
and see the pains and sufferings of these grassroots
people. The Party needs to understand the real situ-
ation in society, which has been covered up and white-
washed, and make policy decisions to stop and reverse
the privatization of SOEs and COEs. The corrupt
criminals who committed this crime should be
brought to justice. Only this will ensure decent liv-
ing for the vast majority of people and dissolve the
factors of instability. Only this will reconcile the social
contradictions and the incessant labor protests and the
peasant movement. Only this will help to sustain a
long and stable rule without facing the outbreak of a
big social crisis.
We want to live our lives. When we can’t live, then

we will fight with our lives.

— FROM 3,000 ORDINARY WORKERS3

We do not know which Factory 3403 workers com-
posed this powerful letter or what has happened since
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the letter was posted publicly. But there’s no doubt
that it expressed the deepest sentiments of millions
of workers across the nation.

Take Back the Tongda Union
In 2002, the workers at the Tongda Chemical Fac-

tory in the city of Dazhou suspected there was cor-
ruption at the highest levels of authority. They accused
local government officials of accepting bribes in
exchange for overlooking the theft of nearly 200 tons
of explosives— a loss discovered by independent audi-
tors.  The workers didn’t stop with the government
officials. They also produced a written exposé describ-
ing how the factory’s management had embezzled
construction funds. 
They took their findings, first, to the district party’s

disciplinary committee, then up to the city party’s
disciplinary committee, on to the city government
and the city prosecutor, and finally to higher-level
provincial authorities. There was no response. More
than 100 workers then went in person to the city
party’s disciplinary committee to present their writ-
ten exposé— signed with their hand prints! This tac-
tic demonstrated both their determination and a
sensible appreciation of the dangers they faced if they
signed their names. Deeply impressed by this protest,
the authorities fired the factory director, but the funds
remained unaccounted for. The workers remained
alert — and suspicious.
Two years later, in August 2004, city officials

announced that they were restructuring the chemical
company: a management group—including officials of
the government-controlled All China Federation of
Trade Unions (ACFTU)—would own 70 percent of
the shares in the privatized factory. The workers were
outraged. They believed that the same people who
stole from the factory would become its new owners.
So the workers made a counterproposal:  turn Tongda
Chemical into a worker-owned cooperative. The work-
ers also asserted that the authorities had grossly
undervalued the factory at RMB 2 million ($241,545)
to the benefit of the new owners 

TONGDA WORKER:We elected five representatives.
We said, “Our state assets were disappearing.” We
refused to agree that these people could buy our fac-
tory for just RMB 2 million [$241,545]. They [man-
agement] said the assets had not disappeared and
had been properly valued. We said, “[If] you offer to

pay only RMB 2 million [$241,545], we can offer to
pay RMB 20 million [$2,415,450]. We can solve all the
problems identified by the workers. The shares should
be held by all our workers, and we should hold the
shares collectively.” But they said, “No, you can’t.
There’s no such regulation. The shareholders [posi-
tions] can be taken only by several dozen people. The
deputy secretary of the city party committee and the
deputy director of the city government finance bureau
had given the answer to that: Only the management
group could hold the shares, not everybody. Share-
holding by everyone runs counter to the spirit of the
national reform documents.

HAN DONGFANG: Did he provide any references?

WORKER: His reference was Document No. 34 issued by
the district [authorities]. … This Document No. 34 says,
“Restructuring does not allow shareholding by all the
people. … we won’t allow “eating from the big rice pot.”

For several days starting on August 26, 2004, hun-
dreds of Tongda Chemical workers converged on the
office of the Dazhou government, hoping to negoti-
ate a new restructuring plan. The government talked
to some workers but refused to make any concessions.
Faced with a deadlock, more and more workers lost
heart. Some 300 agreed to sign contracts and to start
working under the new management.4

At the same time, about 100 workers refused to
give up. Instead, they embarked on a rarely used strat-
egy: they started organizing workers in a campaign to
take over the factory branch of the ACFTU. On Sep-
tember 6, 2004, the dissident workers issued an appeal
to all Tongda employees. In it, they urged workers
and union members to oust the current union chair
and revoke the decision of the previous workers’ con-
gress to approve the restructuring plan. 
The organizers of the appeal reasoned that the legit-

imate channel for pursuing their demands was the
factory union. Most Chinese workers wouldn’t have
considered this course: in their experience, govern-
ment-controlled unions never defended workers
unless the government actually told them to do so.
But for the Tongda activists, taking over the union
looked like their last, best hope.

AN APPEAL TO THE MEMBERS OF THE UNION AND

THE WORKER COMRADES OF THE ENTIRE

WORKFORCE OF THE SICHUAN TONGDA CHEMICAL

FACTORY:

In the last six months, the difficult path we have tried
to take by petitioning the city party committee and
city government about the restructuring of our plant
is all too apparent to us, and we don’t need to revisit
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it in detail. Now, as members of the Chinese work-
ing class, for the sake of carrying out the spirit of
enterprise reform as directed by the State Council,
for the success of restructuring our chemical factory,
each one of us has given hard work, blood, and tears
to build a well-run, new model of an enterprise. We
should voluntarily acquire our own shares in the fac-
tory and become true shareholders of the factory.
This is our true wish and aim. 
Therefore, we call on you to revoke and challenge

the restructuring plan which was approved by only
a small minority of managerial personnel who had
appropriated shares in the factory. That restructur-
ing plan was pushed through in an extremely unlaw-
ful and improper way by a “restructuring working
group” created by the so-called Economic and Trade
Committee [of the local government]. …
… We urge workers of the entire plant and mem-

bers of the union, for the purpose of defending our
lawful rights and interests, to demand forcefully the
removal of the chairman of the union and the work-
ers’ congress, Shi Tianquan. Members could elect a
new union. This new union would organize the new
workers’ congress and elect new workers’ represen-
tatives. Only then could our workers’ representatives
deliberate on and approve our factory restructuring
plan. Only such a process could ensure a lawfully
approved plan. We urge you, by your own will, to put
your name and stamps on this appeal so that it can be
sent to the city union for processing.5

The dissident workers charged that the factory
director had always chosen the union chair himself,
and, contrary to legal requirements, no general meet-
ing to elect union representatives or a workers’ con-
gress had been held for more than eight years. (Of
course, this was how the official factory unions nor-
mally operated in China.) The Tongda workers noted
they had reported these facts to higher authorities
but had never received a response. (They attributed the
lack of response to the fact that the union chair, who
was also the deputy secretary of the Dazhou party
committee, was the nephew of a high-ranking offi-
cial in the central government in Beijing.) 

WORKER: We made that [complaint against the union]
two years ago. Our workers said, “The union chair, not
only did he not speak out for the workers, but he
actually told workers off and beat them up!” We wrote
a complaint report and demanded the removal of this
union chair and sent it to the highest union appara-
tus in Dazhou city — the district union and the city
union. But it sank like a rock to the bottom of the
ocean. [We] never heard anything back.6

The organizers of the appeal needed half of the fac-
tory’s employees to have a legal quorum for a workers’

congress. Denied access to a meeting room, they held
the gathering in an open courtyard in the workers’
living quarters. 
Despite the organizers’ impressive courage and

determination, the meeting was a failure. The dissi-
dents could not convince enough workers that they,
not factory directors, had the legal authority to con-
vene a workers’ congress. To make matters worse, on
the evening of the meeting, it was pouring rain, and too
few workers ventured out. 
The ex-soldiers of Tongda had lost the battle, but

their innovative strategy and tactics created a useful
model for other workers. 

After Building the City of Shenzhen 
Shenzhen symbolizes China’s astronomical accu-

mulation of wealth in the last decade and the nation’s
new position of power in the global economy. But
there is a deep shadow on Shenzhen’s accomplish-
ment. In the fall of 2005, more than 5,000 of the very
workers who had built the city — who had trans-
formed the coastal fishing town on the border with
Hong Kong into an imposing metropolis of sky-
scrapers, factories, and housing for four million peo-
ple — staged a bitter two-month strike to protest the
loss of their jobs and broken promises. This struggle
of thousands of desperate workers in the very heart of
China’s new economy ended with a violent crack-
down by the police. It received extensive media cov-
erage, most of it outside the mainland. 
When Premier Deng Xiaoping announced in 1980

that China would embrace “market socialism,” Shen-
zhen was designated as the country’s first Special Eco-
nomic Zone — a free-market district for foreign
investment and international trade. Beginning in 1982,
more than 20,000 PLA construction and engineering
officers were dispatched to Shenzhen and given posts in
PLA construction companies. The companies included
Shenzhen City Construction, Jinzhong Construction,
Yuezhong Construction, and Tehao Construction. 
By early 2005, these companies were set for priva-

tization. More than 10,000 workers—at least half the
workforce— were laid off. Each demobilized soldier
employed for 20 years by the companies was promised
a severance payment of RMB 414,000 ($50,000), as
required by law. But the severance payment was cut
to between RMB 103,500 ($12,500) and RMB 212,000
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($25,000), and pensions and insurance drastically
reduced. The workers took their grievances to the
government: they alleged embezzlement, other kinds
of corruption, and a sub-market selling price. They
also pointed out that the new owners had family con-
nections to various government officials. 
Although they blamed corruption and collusion

for their drastically cut severance, most of all, the
workers’ chief complaint was deeply political: They felt
betrayed that their “blood and sweat” had created the
companies’ assets. They had taken lower-paying jobs
in the belief that this project would contribute to the
public good, and in return they had been told that
they could expect their basic livelihoods to be pro-
tected through retirement. The workers were shocked
and angered when they saw their rightful compen-
sation for 20 or more years of labor going to the new
class of “market socialist capitalists.” 
Starting in August 2005, the workers engaged in

an apparently fruitless attempt to draw the local
authorities into peaceful negotiations. The Hong Kong
press reported that on October 25, furious, frustrated
workers held a company deputy director hostage until
the police demanded his release. 
In early November 2005, the workers sent 500 rep-

resentatives to meet with the deputy major at the

Shenzhen City government offices.7  Meanwhile, on
November 3 and 4, several thousand police officers
reportedly broke into the workers’ living quarters
looking for protest leaders. They arrested four organ-
izers, two of whom were released. Two others — a
husband and wife — stayed behind bars. 
In response to the police searches and arrests, sev-

eral thousand workers rallied in the streets of Shen-
zhen for three days, starting on November 5. They
blocked traffic for several hours each day on Shen-
nan Road — one of the main streets leading to the
border control checkpoint with Hong Kong. They
marched to the offices of their local street committee
and to the Honey Lake police station to demand release
of their representatives. Some protesters tried to smash
the windows of police cars and the police station.
Fighting broke out between the protesters and the
police and lasted until a large number of officers man-
aged to disperse the crowd. 
Finally, on the evening of November 7, Shenzhen’s

mayor met with workers and company managers at a
school in the Futian district and promised to set up a
task force to settle the conflict. When the mayor left the
meeting, some protesters reportedly tried to block
his exit.8 In that unruly situation, police seized several
reporters from Hong Kong and held them overnight.9

Most of all, the work-
ers’ chief complaint
was deeply political:
They felt betrayed that
their “blood and sweat”
had created the compa-
nies’ assets. They were
angered when they saw
their rightful compen-
sation going to the new
class of “market social-
ist capitalists.” 
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According to reports in the Hong Kong press, the
government planned to charge the husband-and-wife
protesters with disturbing public order and plotting
to poison the Shenzhen Reservoir. During their inter-
rogation, the police reportedly offered them RMB
621,000 ($75,000) for detailed information about their
organization and its planned activities. They refused.
Since that time, no one knows what has happened to
the couple, whose only child was nine years old at the
time of their arrest. 

Success in Chengdu
In September 2005, the management of PLA Fac-

tory 354, which employed 10,000 workers and pro-
duced automobile parts in the city of Chengdu in
Sichuan Province, formally announced for the first
time that the company was bankrupt and would be
auctioned off to a private buyer. According to the
workers, the factory was actually going to be sold
“under the table” to a private cleaning firm called the
Zhidong Company for the much undervalued sum of
RMB 41,400,000 ($5 million).

RETIRED WORKER: Jianghua [Factory 354] was only
announced bankrupt by the [government] Working
Group on September 6. But a report was already
released by the Zhidong Company on August 12 that
it had bought Jianghua, claiming “strong support
form the various government authorities.”Why must
our factory be sold to Zhidong? The sale should be
held at a public auction. Why was only one buyer
allowed to bid exclusively?

To stop the sale, the workers tried to raise money
to buy the company themselves prior to the auc-
tion. But the plant director, they claimed, blocked
them.

FACTORY 354 CADRE:Before the compensation [sev-
erance pay] was paid, the workers didn’t have enough
money to buy [the factory] and take part in the auc-
tion. He just blocked the path.

The auction was set for January 2006. Early in the
month, the irate workers began picketing at the fac-
tory. On January 16, they chose a group of representa-
tives to try to negotiate with the local authorities: They
proposed again that the workers buy the factory or that
it be merged with an associated state enterprise. Mean-
while, 5,000 protesters at the factory demanded to talk
to the plant director. The director eluded the workers
by climbing over the factory’s fence, and then disap-

pearing into the surrounding neighborhood. Unde-
terred, the protesters reportedly decided to hold the
other managers and local officials at the factory until
they received a response to their proposals. 
On January 18, local government officials an nounced

that the auction would be suspended for the time being,
and the workers ended the protest. But as they dis-
persed, more than a thousand police officers descended
on them. There was a violent confrontation which
ended with workers being injured and arrested.

WORKER:Everybody from the factory went, old and
young. We asked that our factory not be sold to pri-
vate buyers. There were at least 5,000 to 6,000 of us.
We all went [to the picket line at the factory]. Around
5 or 6 p.m., the factory leaders had a meeting with us
and said the problem had been solved and asked us
to go home, which we did. There were about a dozen
or more people left at the factory. 
Then the anti-riot police arrived and took several

people back to the police station. Some students from
Chengdu University told us that they saw a teenage
girl taken by the police and beaten up. When we heard
that, we were mad. We all went to the police to ask
them to release our people. But without blinking an
eye, the police just beat up everybody around them.
They beat up the old and the children. Whoever could-
n’t run away was picked up and beaten to hell. A 70-
year-old was among those beaten with that “wolf
teeth” type of baton. 

The workers reported that local journalists were
among the injured.

WORKER:At the beginning [of the confrontation with
police], we asked the journalists to stay at the front.
Who would have thought that they [the police] would
even beat up the reporters? Over 50 workers were
injured, very badly. Some of them lost consciousness.
There were also people missing, and their families
were desperately looking everywhere for them. 

This worker also spoke about injured workers who
had to be hospitalized but remained under police cus-
tody. Their family members were not allowed to visit
them. Among the detainees was a woman, Tang Ling,
who was injured during the police crackdown. On
January 21,Tang’s sister was informed by the Public
Security Bureau, China’s political police, that her sis-
ter was in jail, along with three other workers. She
was not allowed to visit Tang Ling. 

TANG’S SISTER: I sent a change of clothes to [Tang
Ling]. They won’t let me see her. They said [she]
would receive some kind of “education.”
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The authorities deployed a large number of plain-
clothes police officers to the factory for the next sev-
eral days to stop any “disturbances.”

Factory 354 was under the authority of the Com-
mission of Science, Technology, and Industry for
National Defense. On January 21, just three days after
the confrontation, senior managers and officials of
the city government announced that the auction of
the factory would be called off. Instead, the company
would be restructured and merged with other SOEs.
Although restructuring and mergers usually meant
that many employees would lose their jobs and ben-
efits, the workers of Factory 354 stated that they felt
much better because they had stopped the privatiza-
tion of the company. 

FACTORY CADRE:We do feel better that it’s not going
to be sold to private owners. The private owners were
definitely going to turn this plant into real estate and
put money into their own pockets. We’d all lose our rice
bowls. That little amount of money [the severance
compensation] will be used up soon. Under restruc-
turing, we can still get our jobs back at our doorsteps.
Many of us have spent our whole lives here. 

From the limited information now available, it’s not
possible to explain why the workers of Factory 354 won
their struggle while so many others failed. But if the
promised merger holds, it will mean that the protests
in Chengdu were one of the few success stories for
state-owned enterprise workers during this period.

Conclusion: PLA Soldiers 
Bring Experience To Bear
In the last several years, PLA soldiers-turned-

workers have carried out some of the most militant
campaigns against state enterprise privatization in

China. Officer cadres, who went through an intense
indoctrination in the military, developed a sophisti-
cated political perspective on economic restructur-
ing. These former soldiers often aimed their criticism
at the top echelons of the party-state, focusing on the
stark contradictions between the long-standing com-
munist ideology and the actual policies of the regime.
It’s important to note that former PLA soldiers didn’t
have this perspective earlier in the nationwide move
to “market socialism.” It was only after years of strug-
gle as workers that they came to doubt the legitimacy
of the system. In 1998, the former soldiers still expected
the authorities to respect the law and implement the
protections for workers written into the Chinese con-
stitution. By 2004, however, many former soldiers
understood that the rules no longer applied, that the
system itself had changed, and that the ideological
underpinnings of Chinese communism with its “power
to the workers” rhetoric had nothing to do with the
market society being built by the authoritarian regime.
This change in consciousness evolved as the restruc-
turing process proceeded for 20 years and finally
undermined the former soldiers’ assumptions and
expectations.
The workers in PLA-owned factories tried a wide

range of strategies to save their jobs and livelihoods.
They tried to take over official unions, purchase com-
panies, investigate and document corruption, and
petition authorities all the way to the highest level of
government. They even held company managers and
local officials hostage in order to get a response to
their demands. But the militant and disciplined for-
mer soldiers still lost almost all their battles. Like mil-
lions of other workers, they’ve been crushed by the
top-down creation of yet another “New China.”

In 1998, the former soldiers still expected the authorities to respect the law
and implement the protections for workers written into the Chinese consti-
tution. By 2004, however, many former soldiers understood that the rules no
longer applied.
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No one understood why so many workers were
getting sick until November 2003,when one employee
finally got a reliable diagnosis: it was cadmium poi-
soning from working with battery components. Work-
ers alleged that the company had never informed its
employees that cadmium was a well-known carcino-
gen, and that long-term exposure caused particular
damage to the lungs, liver, and bones. Once they real-
ized the danger, the frightened and angry employees
demanded that management pay for a thorough med-
ical exam for every worker. Meanwhile, despite the
cost, some workers paid for medical exams them-
selves and discovered that they, too, had cadmium
poisoning. In May and June 2004, the frustrated, ail-
ing workers organized slow-downs and strikes. 
The workers organized demonstrations in front of

the city government offices, demanding that the
authorities intervene on their behalf. Dissatisfied with
the government’s response, the workers tried a media
strategy, with the hope that an exposé of conditions at
such a prominent company would create interna-
tional criticism and force the owners to provide med-
ical care and financial compensation. This strategy

succeeded in part. In July 2004, a Hong Kong news-
paper ran a story that produced considerable attention
and support for the workers. The company made some
concessions, possibly in response to this negative
media coverage and the resulting sustained solidarity
drive led by Hong Kong labor unions and workers’
rights organizations. One indication of  Gold Peak’s
concern about the potential fallout from the solidar-
ity campaign, the corporation in 2006 filed suit against
three of the protesting organizations — Globalization
Monitor, the Hong Kong Confederation of Trade
Unions and the Neighborhood and Workers Service
Center — alleging that a protest postcard they pro-
duced was defamatory. The three groups denied the
charges, but the case was still pending at the time this
chapter was finished for publication.
In 2005, two groups of Gold Peak workers filed suit

against the company, requesting compensation for neg-
ligence and damage to their health. In the end, how-
ever, the Huizhou court dismissed the claim, citing lack
of evidence that the workers’ illnesses were employ-
ment-related. An appeal filed in 2006 also failed. The
lack of evidence appeared to stem from the fact that

5

GP Batteries Strike

When workers found out about their poisoning, they asked management to send
them for treatment. According to workers’ reports, management delayed for
months and said workers had to wait for their turn because there were too many of
them. The workers later decided they wouldn’t wait forever and went on strike.

GP WORKER, 20041

Summary

IN THE SECOND HALF OF 2003, one worker after another began to fall ill at four Gold
Peak (GP) Batteries factories in the city of Huizhou, Guangdong Province. Owned
by Hong Kong investors, GP was Asia’s largest manufacturer of batteries outside

Japan. Like so many export enterprises in China, the Huizhou factories employed the
nation’s new generation of industrial labor. Most of the several thousand workers
were migrants from other regions of China; most were women of child-bearing-age.
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the court refused to admit evidence from the hospital
and other sources that the workers had indeed suf-
fered work-related illness.2Worker advocates accused
court officials of “deliberately” ignoring evidence.

The GP Batteries campaign had several unusual
features: first, the workers sustained their strug-
gle for nearly two years at a time when millions

of young migrant workers, including many women,
were laboring in Chinese factories but rarely man-
aged to conduct a prolonged worker rights campaign.
This was especially true in Guangdong Province
where so many of China’s export industries and for-
eign ventures were located. Second, the GP Batter-
ies workers’ primary concern was workplace health
and safety. In so many other protests in China, eco-
nomic issues — especially severance pay, pensions,
and insurance for older workers — drove the strug-
gles. Third, the young migrant workers had a very
different political perspective from that of the older
workers in state-owned enterprises. The older work-
ers were steeped in Communist Party ideology and
were dumbfounded and embittered when the party-
state tossed them aside. Young migrant workers sel-
dom expressed strong ideological resentment against
the government. They were focused on labor rights
and working conditions, not on China’s larger polit-
ical system or history of Maoist revolution.
In conducting their campaign, the GP workers

used the same tactics as other workers: strikes, slow-
downs, efforts to negotiate with management, peti-
tions to the government, and appeals to the media.
But the case of GP Batteries isn’t primarily a story
about the suffering of migrant workers; rather, it is
a story about how women workers stood up to the
many authorities surrounding them and to a multi-
national corporation in order to defend their rights
and well-being. 
Hong Kong played a particularly prominent role

in this story. The exposé of hazardous working con-
ditions in GP’s factories in Huizhou galvanized Hong
Kong’s independent labor unions and nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) dedicated to labor rights.
They felt strong solidarity with the mainland work-
ers, but equally important, they understood the grow-
ing vulnerability of Hong Kong’s own workers in the
global economy. 

Information about the GP workers’ campaign in
this chapter comes mainly from the Hong Kong press
and NGO reports. Han Dongfang and the China Labour
Bulletin (CLB) conducted the interviews quoted here.

A Top Ten Company
At the time of the workers’ action, Hong Kong’s Gold

Peak Group owned GP Batteries International Ltd.,
which  had production facilities in Hong Kong, China,
Singapore, Taiwan, and Malaysia, supported by mar-
keting and trading offices in Asia, Europe, and North
America. Its customers included well known corpo-
rations such as Canon, Kodak, Sony, and Toshiba. The
Gold Peak Group employed more than 13,000 people
worldwide.3 It claimed to be one of the world’s top 10
producers of electrical batteries, Asia’s leading pro-
ducer of batteries apart from Japan, and the largest
Chinese manufacturer of consumer batteries—which
contain nickel metal hydride (NiMH) and nickel cad-
mium (NiCd).4 It also manufactured manganese diox-
ide primary lithium batteries in cooperation with Sanyo
in China.5

In Hong Kong, GP Batteries was both well-known
and well regarded: the company received the “Hong
Kong Top 10 Brand Names” award in 1999 and 2003
from the Chinese Manufacturers’ Association in the
Special Autonomous Region of Hong Kong.6 In 2003,
the Chairman and CEO of the Gold Peak Group
became a member of the Executive Council of Hong
Kong’s government. GP Batteries also had a strong
presence in mainland China,where it operated 11 bat-
tery factories. Eight of these were in the province of
Guangdong — two in the city of Dongguan, two in
the city Shenzen, and four in the small city of Huizhou.
GP had opened its factories in Huizhou in 1994.7

Only some of the batteries sold by the Gold Peak
Group were labeled with the GP brand; more were
sold as “unbranded” batteries, used in toys and other
devices for the U.S. and other markets.8

Toxic Workplaces
In 2003, workers at two of the GP Batteries fac-

tories in Huizhou — the Chaoba Factory and the
Xianjin Factory — were the first to investigate their
illnesses. By the second half of that year, many GP
workers were sick, but the company clinic never
gave them a truthful diagnosis. In November, a
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worker named Li Jizhong decided to get an inde-
pendent evaluation at the Occupational Diseases
Center in the city of Guangzhou. The doctors there
discovered Li had “an excessive level of cadmium in
the blood.”9 Alarmed by this diagnosis, Li’s cowork-
ers demanded an immediate explanation from the
company. Management called in their medical expert
who allegedly assured the workers they had nothing
to worry about: if they “drank plenty of water,” he
said, they would “be fine.”10

The workers, who had high levels of the toxin in
their blood, had direct contact with the powder form
of cadmium oxide in their work. They were respon-
sible for pouring the chemicals into the packaging
machine to produce rechargeable batteries. Yang
Yinghua, a 24-year-old woman from Hunan Province
who worked on this production line, told Han Dong-
fang that she felt nauseated and had severe back pain.

Workers reported that their factory managers had
never informed them about the risks of, or trained
them to take precautions against, exposure to cad-
mium. Before the widespread poisoning was discov-
ered, the only protections workers had were cloth
mouth masks and gloves. Then, as a cost-cutting meas-
ure, management changed from cloth masks to paper
masks. Drinking water for the workers was stored in
open containers inside the workspace. Workers
reported that a layer of grayish dust often floated on
the surface of the drinking water. The workers didn’t
learn that they were not supposed to eat or drink
inside the plant until after the poisoning was revealed.
At that point, management relocated the drinking
water supply.11

There was yet another grave aspect to this case:
Most of the workers were women of childbearing age.
No one had informed them about the danger of cad-
mium exposure for pregnant and breastfeeding
women. 

WOMAN WORKER:Previously they just didn’t know.
There are [pregnant women] among us now. A

woman, eight months pregnant, is really worried but
is at a loss about what she can do. Among those of
us who were hospitalized last time [in May 2004], a
woman who was in the early stage of her pregnancy
decided to go for an abortion once she learned about
the health hazards. Now we know that the Occupa-
tional Disease Prevention Law requires that women
workers must be transferred away from the work-
place [immediately] after entering into pregnancy. …
But before, women were transferred only after three
months into their pregnancy. … Some women had to
work with cadmium … during their breastfeeding
period, and no attempt was made to prevent any expo-
sure.12

Workers reported that at least 40women had given
birth during their employment at GP Batteries. None
of them was transferred away from the areas polluted
with cadmium. Many of them suspected damage to
the health of their children.13

(More than a year later, in 2005, 30 GP workers in
a Hong Kong plant also tested positive for abnormally
high levels of cadmium in their bodies, and three were
diagnosed with cadmium poisoning.14 In addition to
the toxic atmosphere inside the factories, the envi-
ronmental group Greenpeace charged that the GP
plants were also discharging cadmium into local
drainage systems.15) 

The Workers Fight Back
With the number of complaints growing and the

workers becoming more anxious and insistent, GP
management sent several hundred workers in Huizhou
to local hospitals to be tested on May 25, 2004. When the
GP workers asked for more information and proper
medical treatment, workers claimed that management
responded by threatening to fire them or have them
arrested. The workers then organized a series of strikes
and protests.

FAMILY MEMBER OF A WORKER: She was not sent [to
the hospital] by management. She went to the Guang-
dong Province Occupational Disease Hospital and
paid for her own consultation, and only then found
out [that she had cadmium poisoning]. When work-

In conducting their campaign, the GP workers used the same tactics as other
workers: strikes, slow-downs, efforts to negotiate with management, peti-
tions to the government, and appeals to the media.
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ers found out about their poisoning, they asked man-
agement to send them for treatment. According to
workers’ reports, management delayed for months
and said the workers had to wait for their turn because
there were too many of them. The workers later
decided they wouldn’t wait forever and went on strike.

HAN DONGFANG:When did they strike?

FAMILY MEMBER: From May into June. Only on June
19 were workers sent to the hospital. Once manage-
ment sent them to the hospital [over 100 of them],
the workers called off their strike. 

HAN:How many strike actions were taken altogether?

FAMILY MEMBER: The strikes went on continuously.
The workers’ representatives were negotiating with
management, but management threatened them with
police arrest and sackings. Aiya, it went on endlessly
just like that — on-and-off strikes. …

GP workers at both the Chaoba and Xianjin Fac-
tories in Huizhou called strikes between June 9 and
June 14 because management wouldn’t let them see
their own medical reports. The public hospitals had
sent the reports to the company.16

WOMAN WORKER:We struck! It’s our way to voice
our strong demands. Because they [management]
wouldn’t give us medical check-ups, many of us paid
ourselves to be examined. When we learned we had
higher than the acceptable limit [for cadmium in the
blood], we all went to the management. It caused
panic — there were so many of us!

HAN DONGFANG: How many days did the workers
strike for?

WORKER:Two days, twice. Once in June [2004]. After
our medical examinations, we couldn’t see our results.
We asked for them, and we had to strike for two days.
Then management issued us some kind of a note —
just a note, with no official stamp or anything what-
soever. They [the managers] said that the piece of
paper was our results. We then demanded to see the
original report. Wasn’t it right to ask that? We must
look at the original report from the hospital exami-
nations. We then had to strike for another two days,
on June 8, before they showed us.17

Not satisfied with management’s response, the GP
workers decided to petition the city government to
provide adequate medical consultations for the entire
workforce. 

HAN DONGFANG: How come the factory eventually
agreed to send you all to the hospital?

WOMAN WORKER: It’s under the supervision of the
city government. The city government intervened.

HAN:What led to the city government intervention?

WORKER: It’s because our factory refused to take care
of this matter. They were dragging their feet. So many
of us went to the city government and asked them to

look into our case. The city government saw that it
was a serious case so they came out and intervened
and got all of us sent to the hospital [for examina-
tions]. 

HAN:How many of you went to get help from the city
government?

WORKER: Several dozen. We also sent several repre-
sentatives to talk to them about our situation.18

On June 29, 2004, GP workers at the Xianjin Fac-
tory in Huizhou staged another strike to demand that
management improve their working environment.19

Between September 8 and September 11, 2004, work-
ers at the Chaoba Factory organized another strike
and a round-the-clock picket line.20

Cover Up Claims
Back in spring 2004, GP workers at the Chaoba

Factory had demanded that management provide
complete medical check-ups for the entire GP work-
force, but the company arranged for only 540 mostly
new employees to be examined at the Huizhou Cen-
ter for the Prevention of Diseases. Of these 540 work-
ers, 121 were found to have “excessive levels of
cadmium in the blood.” Yet those who had worked at
the Chaoba factory longer were declared to be “nor-
mal.” Not one was diagnosed as suffering from cad-
mium poisoning, nor had the company arranged
medical check-ups for most of the 1,500 most senior
workers.21

When workers tried to negotiate with manage-
ment, they said that they were told that the company
had plenty of money and couldn’t be influenced by
any legal action that the workers might take. 

WOMAN WORKER: The manager of our production
department … said to the workers, “By all means, go
and sue us and make trouble for us. We at GP have
money! We are happy to go where you want to take
us.” What he was trying to say was that we workers
stood no chance to get anywhere!22

Not trusting the company-arranged medical check-
ups, about 300workers at GP’s Chaoba factory went
to other hospitals to have independent medical exam-
inations. The results were very different from those
produced in the hospital chosen by management (the
Huizhou Center for the Prevention of Diseases).
According to the independent tests, the level of cad-
mium in the workers’ blood was at least four times
higher than reported by the Huizhou Center, and fully
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two-thirds of the workers tested had excessively high
levels of cadmium.23

When the workers confronted the Huizhou Center
with these alarming results, the center’s spokespeo-
ple claimed that the center’s medical analysis equip-
ment had been “out of order.” 
The workers saw all of this as evidence that GP

Batteries International and government authorities
in Huizhou were conspiring in the cover-up. 

What Union?
According to China’s Trade Union Law, the offi-

cial trade unions were responsible for protecting the
workers’ safety and health. The law also stated that a
factory union could organize a walk-out if an employer
refused to eliminate health and safety hazards. In
fact, health and safety issues were the only reasons
that a union could lawfully lead a strike.
Workers at the GP Chaoba Factory claimed that

they didn’t even know their union existed. As one
worker explained, she had never heard of a union
election in the eight years she had been at the factory.
Only after the outbreak of the poisoning scandal did
the union chair come forward. She was also a manager
in the company’s personnel department. According to
the workers, she refused to help them negotiate with
management and even taunted them about taking
their case to the central government in Beijing. 

HAN DONGFANG:Do you know [her]?

WOMAN WORKER:Yes, we do. She’s really cocky and
very ferocious with us.  She’s from our personnel
department.

HAN: Isn’t she the chair of the union?

WORKER:Her? Union chair? She won’t speak for us!
When we went to see her, she was ferocious. When we
asked her to talk to management on our behalf, she
told us to go to Beijing. … “Go and petition Beijing.
Go to Beijing.  Let’s see what show you can put on,”
she said.24

According to the workers, the union chair was one
of the managers who obstructed their efforts the most.

HAN DONGFANG:What’s the biggest obstacle you
faced during your attempts to get a medical investi-
gation?

WOMAN WORKER:Obstacles inside the factory?

HAN:Yes.

WORKER:Well, I’d say it was [the union chair] and her
lot. … When we got medical examinations on our own,

she refused to recognize the results. She said, “You went
for the check-ups on your own. How do I know that
you didn’t ask someone else to stand in for you to get the
results [that you wanted]?” That’s what she said!25

Exposé and News Blackout
Having lost all confidence in GP Batteries’ man-

agement, the workers hoped that a media exposé about
their case might ultimately help them win justice. In
June 2004, they contacted the press in Guangzhou, a
larger city than Huizhou, but they received no
response. They then decided to try the press in Hong
Kong. Unlike the heavily censored media in mainland
China, the “freer” Hong Kong press had been able to
do important exposés— especially when events took
place in the adjacent Chinese province of Guangdong.
On July 3, 2004, the Oriental Daily News, a popular
Chinese-language newspaper in Hong Kong, pub-
lished a story about cadmium poisoning at the GP
Batteries factories. The report caught the attention of
unions and labor rights groups in Hong Kong and
even generated coverage in the local press on the main-
land.26 In late November 2004, the Hong Kong media
reported that cadmium poisoning wasn’t limited to
the GP factories in the city of Huizhou but had been
discovered among GP workers in Shenzhen and Dong-
guan as well.  
On July 5, 2004, two days after the first article in the

Oriental Daily News, the following statement appeared
on the GP Batteries website: “The workers at Huizhou
GP Chaoba Factory have all been given proper train-
ing and instruction on the characteristics of cadmium.”
It emphasized that, “in all aspects of safety, workers’
health, environment, and sewerage, the GP factory
conforms to international standards.” The company
also sent nearly 200GP workers from the Chaoba and
Xianjin factories in Huizhou to be hospitalized for
medical exams and treatment. 

HAN DONGFANG: I’ve read a report in the Huizhou
Daily that said the factory had given proper treat-
ment to its workers. 

FAMILY MEMBER OF A WOMAN WORKER: No, they
haven’t. It’s a lie!

HAN:How have the workers been treated? 

FAMILY MEMBER: They are forced to go to work. You
must go to work, or else you won’t get your wages.
But the workers ... are not going to work. They can’t.
She [the relative] still has continual aches all over
her body. It’s a reaction to cadmium poisoning. She
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has [in her blood] several times the national safety
limit, but still she is not recognized as suffering from
an occupational disease. They [GP Batteries Inter -
national] earn billions a year — high profits, high
income. The price is sacrificing workers’ health.  

HAN:The company has stated on its web site that they
are shouldering all the medical fees of all hospital-
ized workers and will pay wages to all these work-
ers.

FAMILY MEMBER:Let me tell you— the kind of medical
treatment they receive is a big joke. The workers were
all thrown out of the hospital after eight or nine days.
The thing is, when [sentiment for] a workers’ strike
has built up, they send the workers to the hospital.
They don’t get cured after eight or nine days! Not a sin-
gle jab [injection] was given! They were only given
some glucose drips and then were sent home. It’s a
complicit plot between the factory and the Guangdong
Province Occupational Disease Hospital.27

One worker described how the doctors and nurses
at the Huizhou City Central Hospital had treated them.

WOMAN WORKER:We also found that the hospital
staff behaved very badly, and we were very unhappy
about that. How shall I put it? That doctor, when
doing his rounds to examine us, asked if we had any
symptoms and where did we feel unwell. I surely told
the truth to the doctor. We said we felt headaches and
dizziness and simply didn’t feel well. He just thought
we were fooling around. And they [the nurses] said,
“These people … Don’t mind them, they eat well and
live well here.” That’s how they talked to you, [with a]
very bad attitude. 28

Journalists from the mainland and Hong Kong were
told that the authorities had banned all contact between
reporters and the hospitalized GP workers. The work-
ers claimed that the company had stationed its own
personnel in the hospital to prevent any contact. 

HAN DONGFANG:Was it convenient for you to talk to
reporters when you first went into the hospital?

WOMAN WORKER: No, it wasn’t, but it’s even more
[difficult] now. The factory has now sent its people
to [be] station[ed] at the hospital to keep watch [on the
workers]. When a patient wants to go out to buy some-
thing, he [the guard] asks you to write it down. He
will get it for you, and you can’t go out. Anyone from
outside, if they look like reporters, is stopped by him.

HAN:Was it like this when you first went into the
hospital?

WORKER: They probably hadn’t thought of it at the
beginning. But after the [press] reports went out,
they’ve been doing it like this.

HAN:Who has the factory sent [to stand guard at the
hospital]?

WORKER:The senior managerial staff of the person-
nel department.29

Tell It to City Hall
On several occasions, managers of the GP facto-

ries made revealing statements about government
officials, statements which were simply more evi-
dence for the workers that the local government was
going along with the company’s misconduct. 

FAMILY MEMBER OF A WOMAN WORKER: Zeng Xin-
gan ran the production department [of a GP factory].
He’s now stationed at the Guangdong Province Occu-
pational Disease Hospital, and keeps complete control
over our hospitalized workers. He doesn’t let them
go out on the streets nor come into contact with peo-
ple outside the hospital. … One of the managers said
to us, “Go and sue us if you want. We’re not afraid. We
have money. All we need to do is give some corrupt
officials of the Communist Party some money, and
we will be all right.”30

Both workers and plant managers knew this was
the reality of justice in China. The GP workers had
considered taking legal action to get compensation
for their medical problems, but they felt blocked by a
lack of concrete evidence and no support from local
medical authorities. 

HAN DONGFANG:Have you thought of hiring lawyers
to take legal action against them [the company]?

FAMILY MEMBER OF A WOMAN WORKER: We’ve
thought of that. But now we don’t have evidence.
When we were in the Guangdong Provincial Occu-
pational Disease Hospital, the hospital refused to
diagnose us. When we asked, they told us we were not
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poisoned. We have several times the national limit of
cadmium in our blood and urine samples, but they
still said we didn’t suffer from an occupational disease!
Without this evidence, the courts wouldn’t take our
case even if we file our case. …

HAN:Didn’t you apply for occupational disease diag-
noses?

FAMILY MEMBER: They wouldn’t give it.

HAN:Who wouldn’t give it? 

FAMILY MEMBER: That hospital! We were asked to
pay RMB 1,500 [$181] each for such a diagnostic con-
sultation. We couldn’t pay that. It’s too much, we can’t
afford it! Then the hospital asked our patients to ask
our employers to pay. The factory management said
no, there were too many workers, and they couldn’t
afford it.

HAN:Did the factory refuse to pay the sum? 

FAMILY MEMBER:Yes, that’s right. They wouldn’t pay.
Nor would they provide any information. Even if we
workers wanted to sue, without evidence we’ll get
nowhere. The protection [given to the company] by the
local authorities is too substantial.31

The workers kept demanding that employers pay
their wages during the time they were on sick leave
and receiving medical treatment. They knew that
this was their right by law. The struggle also raised
their awareness of other labor rights. For example,
workers realized that GP Batteries had never paid
them the legal minimum wage, and so they
demanded that the company make up what they
were owed. They also learned that the company had
broken the law by insisting they work 12 hours a
day with only one day off per month. But, accord-
ing to a GP worker, an official from the city of
Huizhou’s Economic and Trade Committee threat-
ened to have China’s political police arrest them if
they made any more trouble.32

WOMAN WORKER: Several days ago we were negoti-
ating with the management. We didn’t go to work.
When we were out of the hospital, we went to talk to
the managers [to say] that they must raise our wages
[to the minimum wage level]. We were not happy.
We refused to return to work even [when] they asked
us to. Someone … from the Economic and Trade Com-
mittee or the Foreign Economic and Trade Commit-
tee came to see us. She was even a secretary [officer]
of the committee. … We don’t know what her full
name was. This Secretary talked to us. We were under
a lot of pressure and may have used some strong lan-
guage to demand what we wanted. She then said,
“Are you trying to make trouble? If you are, then we
will send the PSB officers to pick you up and arrest
all of you.” That’s how she threatened us.33

One woman worker reportedly escaped from the
hospital and left a note saying she felt very fright-
ened. Another hospitalized worker who was preg-
nant was reportedly threatened with police detention
and had to leave. She returned to her home village. 

FAMILY MEMBER OF A WOMAN WORKER: Among
the poisoned were several pregnant women. After
the reporters exposed this case in the newspaper.
… the factory management threatened that preg-
nant worker [saying] that she would be picked up by
the PSB. She was frightened and had to take leave
and return home.

HAN DONGFANG: Is the woman worker a local resi-
dent?

FAMILY: From outside, basically we are all from out-
side [other provinces].34

Workers at the GP factories in the cities of Shen-
zhen and Dongguan also complained about the mis-
handling of medical exams and health records and
subsequent cover-ups. According to the workers in
one Shenzhen plant, the company sent 1,300 of them
over for check-ups on August 13 and 14. During the
first screening, 80 workers were found to have toxic
levels of cadmium in their urine samples, but in the
second screening, only 18 of the same workers had
excessive levels. GP workers in Dongguan reported
the same kinds of discrepancies in the results of their
medical tests. The Shenzhen workers went to the com-
plaints office in the city’s Health and Hygiene Bureau
to request government intervention, but the officials
offered only verbal reassurances and no real help.35

Petition the Province
GP workers at the Chaoba Factory in the city of

Huizhou decided to take their case to a higher level
of government in order to bypass what they believed
were corrupt city officials. In late July 2004, they sent
two representatives to deliver their petition to the
provincial government. 

FAMILY MEMBER OF A WORKER: They [the workers’
representatives] have gone to petition the Guangdong
provincial government. There’s nothing else we can
do. The city government refused to take the case. This
is a case of complicit malfeasance committed by the
local government, the Guangdong Provincial Occu-
pational Disease Hospital, and this company.

HAN DONGFANG:How many people have gone to peti-
tion today?

FAMILY MEMBER:Two of them first went today. If the
provincial government refuses to look into our case,
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hundreds of our poisoned workers will rally in the
streets to demonstrate against the provincial gov-
ernment. We will all go.36

The outcome of this petition isn’t known. Officials
of the Huizhou government held a press conference on
August 3, 2004, and pledged to handle the case accord-
ing to the regulations.37 On September 3, however, the
workers received a joint notice from the company and
Huizhou government threatening police reprisals if
they petitioned a higher level of government.38

Wins and Losses
In 2004,a group of concerned labor unions and NGOs

in Hong Kong launched a solidarity campaign for the GP
Batteries workers, a campaign that was still active at
the time this chapter was written. On September 11,
2004, the CEO of the Gold Peak Group pledged to set up
a fund to assist the affected workers.39 GP also
announced in August 2005 that it was establishing a
RMB 10.7 million ($1.3 million) fund to provide financial
assistance to about 16 poisoned workers. In addition,
the company declared it would pay for the victims’ med-
ical treatment as required by law on the mainland. 
The solidarity campaign recognized the significance

of GP’s announcement: It was the first time that sus-
tained pressure from the workers, international unions,
and NGOs had forced a powerful Hong Kong company
to set up such a fund.40Nevertheless, the solidarity cam-
paign condemned the extreme inadequacy of the fund,
claiming that there were at least 400 workers who needed
treatment, not 16. That same month, August 2005, the
Huizhou Court ruled against 65 GP workers from the
Chaoba and Xianjin factories who had sued the com-
pany. In September and October, the court also rejected
the claims of other workers against GP Batteries.41

Many workers quit the GP factories because they
feared for their health. Nearly all of the 177 workers who
had been put under medical observation in 2004 left.
Some of them then discovered that other employers
would immediately reject job applications when they
discovered that a worker had come from GP Batteries.42

In April 2007, the International Trade Union Con-
federation (ITUC), its affiliate in Hong Kong (HKTUC),
and an NGO called Globalization Monitor again called for
international pressure on GP Batteries to provide med-
ical exams for all its employees as well as treatment and
compensation for those who were ill. 43 The ITUC also
hoped to draw attention to the danger of cadmium.44

According to their report, GP had still done nothing
about the more than 400 known cases of excessive expo-
sure, was still harassing its workers, and hadn’t pro-
vided tests for 600 other workers, mainly young women.45

Conclusion: a Partial Breakthrough 
for Women and Migrant Workers
The women workers of GP Batteries— who typify

millions of younger migrants drawn into the facto-
ries of China’s market economy — put up a valiant
fight to protect their health and their labor rights.
They won some concessions from a powerful inter-
national investment group. Winning any concessions
was in itself a breakthrough. The workers’ struggle
was certainly helped by the solidarity campaign of
international unions and NGOs in Hong Kong. Their
intervention demonstrated the importance of a strong
civil society, where independent players can act polit-
ically, for defending labor rights. The GP Batteries
struggle is both an inspiration and example for the
migrant workers in China who produce goods for the
rest of the world. 
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Signing a Life-and-Death Contract
China is the world’s largest sweatshop. Chinese

workers endure miserable conditions in its factories
and mines, grueling hours, low pay, and a high rate of
industrial accidents which maim and kill. According to
China’s own State Administration of Work Safety
(SAWS), the nation had an average of about 1 million
industrial accidents and nearly 140,000 job-related
deaths every year between 2001 and 2004.1

While relying on coal for 70 percent of its energy
consumption in 2007, China operates the world’s dead-
liest mines. Every year from 1990 through 2005, between
4,000 and 6,000 miners were killed on the job, most of
them coal miners. For the coal industry alone in 2006,
SAWS reported a total of 4,746 deaths resulting from
thousands of explosions, floods, collapses, and other

accidents. These are Beijing’s official figures, but the
real numbers are certainly much higher, given that
mine operators cover up a large number of accidents.
In 2004, China’s 28,000 coal mines accounted for

about 35 percent of the world’s coal production and
fully 80 percent of the world’s coal mining deaths.2

The fatality rate was three to four miners for every
one million tons of coal produced — a fatality rate 100
times that of the United States and Russia!3

In addition to mine accidents, official Chinese sta-
tistics for 2004 showed that about 600,000 miners
suffered from pneumoconiosis (commonly known as
“black lung  disease”) caused by continuous, long-
term inhalation of dust. Every year, the total number
of sick miners increases by 70,000,4 and every year
at least 5,000 workers — half of them coal miners —
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Chinese Mineworkers 
and the Wanbao Coal Mine Strike

Various accidents have haunted the coal mining industry in recent years. 
Work safety issues have become a source of problems undermining a harmonious
society.

OUTLOOKWEEKLY, BEIJING

This really makes me angry. The wages have been embezzled, and those getting
one million yuan by fraud don’t receive any punishment. Who cares? Who can
deal with this? There are those who embezzle tens of million yuan, and officials
who also run their own factories. Who cares?

RELATIVE OF AMINER

Summary

IN DECEMBER 2002, 30 miners perished in a fire at the Wanbao Coal Mine in Jilin
Province. In response, the victims’ angry coworkers assaulted the mine’s director.
It was a major story, and the mainstream media got much of it right, but they

failed to put the violence in context: These workers had been conducting protests
against the mine operators for three months prior to the disaster. The deaths of their
comrades brought renewed energy to their struggle and focused public attention on
the plight of Chinese miners.
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die of black lung disease.5 Independent researchers
estimate that about one million miners have contracted
silicosis, which is caused by inhaling crystalline silica
dust from stone and flint.6 Tragically, these statistics
reflect the standard profile of industrial health and
safety conditions in China today, and the price migrant
workers in general and miners in particular pay for
having a job and helping to create the country’s atten-
tion-grabbing economic growth. 
Equally disturbing, Beijing has admitted that most

of the mines operating in China are illegal. Between
1997 and 2001, the government supposedly shut down
more than 50,000 small illegal coal mines, but, in fact,
it’s almost impossible to keep them closed. They
reopen a few days later with the complicity of local
officials, move a short distance away, or operate dur-
ing the night. Moreover, pressured by China’s ever-
expanding energy needs, Beijing has allowed many
dangerous mines to reopen. 
When 56 miners perished in a pit under a coal mine

in Shanxi Province in May 2006, Li Yizhong, direc-
tor of SAWS, blamed the accident on the mine’s over-
production. The coal company had a license to produce
90,000 tons a year, but in the two-and-a-half months
before the calamity, it had produced 130,000 tons.
Two years earlier, official statistics had revealed that
20 of China’s 27 coal-mining regions were producing
at levels above their safe capacity.7 Yet in spite of the
country’s rapid economic growth and its related
energy needs, investment in the productivity of coal
mining has lagged. During this period, the average
Chinese miner produced 321 tons of coal per year — a
mere 2.2 percent of a U.S. miner’s output and just 8.1
percent of what a South African miner produces.8

Underinvestment, production beyond safe capac-
ity, and illegal operations have turned the majority of
China’s coal mines into virtual death traps for three
million miners — most of them transient migrants
from the poorest areas of China who have almost no
choice but to take the nation’s deadliest jobs. Many
mine owners require employees to sign a waiver of
all legal claims against the company, other than a piti-
fully small one-time payment in the event of injury
or death on the job. Workers have dubbed this waiver
the “life-and-death contract” (sheng si zhuang). 
In June 2007, China’s top leadership, including

President Hu Jintao, announced another of its periodic

crackdowns on labor abuses. China’s 200 million
migrant workers were to receive special attention.
But past crackdowns have proved ineffective, and the
new bureaucracies and new regulations created to
deal with the problem, including the 1992 Coal Mine
Safety Law, have done almost nothing to clean up the
deadly mining industry. An impenetrable web of
vested interests among business operatives, local gov-
ernment, and police has thwarted Beijing’s initiatives.
Moreover, many people suspect that the regime tacitly
endorses the abusive system — or looks the other way
— because fuel for the nation’s economic growth is
paramount. In the struggle against a cabal of employ-
ers and local authorities (some government officials
also own shares in the mines), the workers have almost
no leverage. These desperate and vulnerable migrant
miners are too fearful to take action to defend their
legitimate rights — or even their lives. 
In this environment of suffering and fear, the excep-

tions to inaction stand out. This chapter tells the story
of one of the most notable: the miners’ protest at the
Wanbao Coal Mine in the northeastern province of
Jilin. 

Protest and Disaster in 2002
On December 6, 2002, shaft No. 7 at the Wanbao

Mine exploded into flames, trapping 30 miners in the
blaze. When their coworkers heard the news, a group
of them found the mine director and beat him until he
managed to escape. The following day, 27 bodies were
pulled from the shaft; three miners remained missing.
On December 11, the distraught father of one of the
victims died of grief. On December 12, the wife of one
of the missing miners hung herself.9 The government
quickly dispatched 90 officers of the People’s Armed
Police to the mine and kept them there for a week in
order to prevent “disturbances.”10

Han Dongfang and the China Labour Bulletin (CLB)
began interviewing Wanbao miners and their rela-
tives the day after the fire. They quickly discovered
that, for the three months leading up to the fire, the
miners and the company had been locked in a bitter
fight over unpaid wages. Many miners were owed the
equivalent of two years of back pay, and they were
frustrated and furious. They also believed that
employer mismanagement and malpractice, including
embezzlement, had plunged the mine into financial



difficulty. In these circumstances, the mine director
was lucky to escape with his life. 

Hard Work for No Pay
On December 1, five days before the fatal fire, 300

Wanbao miners walked off the job, demanding that
their employers pay long overdue wages. On Decem-
ber 9, one of the mine’s office workers described how
a visit by provincial officials had reignited the protest.

WANBAO OFFICE WORKER: There are so many peo-
ple suffering from unpaid wages! We still have a strike
situation going on here. We’re getting on with our
work, and we have officials down here trying to sort
out the situation. Things are gradually calming down.
The collective petitions started up again because top
provincial government leaders and mining bureau
officials are in town. There really are a lot of workers
here with petitions! Yesterday there were about 300
people from the Red Flag No. 2 shaft. They went to the
Emergency Rescue Command Office and the Wan-
bao Mine Hotel. They were promised a temporary
solution of a month’s [back] wages and another two
months’ wages before the New Year.11

An employee from the no. 2 shaft reported that the
December strike was a spontaneous action: all the
“face workers” (those who work underground) walked
out after talking together in the locker rooms while get-

ting ready for their shift. The “surface workers” (those
who work above ground) supported the strike because
nearly every miner had worked for long periods with-
out pay since 2000. During the strike, the mine man-
agers sent team leaders down into the shafts to
maintain production.

WANBAO MINER: There are a few going to work but
not many. 

HAN DONGFANG:Who are the people still going down
the shaft? 

MINER: The team leaders, not ordinary workers! 

HAN: They’re all team leaders? 

MINER:About 20 in all.

HAN: Are there any signs of the striking workers
going back to work? 

MINER: That’s hard to say. 

HAN:What are their conditions for returning to work? 

MINER: There are no conditions as such. They just
want the money owed to them! We are owed money
here as well. In the last three years, since 2000, 13½
months of wages have not been paid. 

HAN: They owe you 13½ months of wages? 

WORKER: Correct. 

HAN:Do the surface workers support or oppose the
strike, or are they neutral? 

WORKER: They support it. 

HAN:Has there been any concrete solidarity action? 
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WORKER: The workers are not organized like that.
The action going on now happened after everyone
discussed it in the locker rooms when they were get-
ting ready to go to work. It was spontaneous. Nobody
organized it. 

HAN:Have there been any strikes like this in the past? 

WORKER:Never. This is the first time. They just want
the money they worked for.12

The retired father of a face miner at Wanbao
explained why his son was among the 300  miners
who joined the strike. 

RETIRED WORKER: For sure [he joined the strike]
There was no way he wouldn’t join the strike! No one
is working, and you can’t do much on your own down
there, can you? 

HAN DONGFANG:How long has the mine been in wage
arrears? 

WORKER:They’ve been holding back up to six months’
wages every year since 1998. Some guys are owed 18,
19, and even 20 months’ wages.13

The retired worker reported that even pensions
had been in arrears for six years. He blamed embez-
zlement for the mine’s shortage of funds. 

RETIRED WORKER:The mine was holding back pen-
sions before that. They should have been paying their
[monthly] contribution of RMB 50 [$6]. They even
deducted RMB 14 [$1.70] from a subsidy we were get-
ting. They owe us 10 months [of that].14

HAN DONGFANG:How many months have they held
back the RMB 50 [$6]? 

WORKER: Six years already! 

HAN:What reason do they give? 

WORKER: [They say] the mine is inefficient. 

HAN: Is it really inefficient? 

WORKER: No, that’s not the reason. It’s all down to
embezzlement. The mine director is the first one to get
his snout in the trough!

Like workers elsewhere, the Wanbao miners tried
repeatedly to petition government authorities to look
into their complaints. They began in 1995 and, after

seven years, had gotten nowhere. The miners had to
raise money to pay for their representatives’ travel-
ing expenses for each “petition expedition” (shang-
fang). They eventually ran out of money as well as
hope. 

RETIRED WORKER:The last petition visit to the provin-
cial government that we went on was this April [2002].
Every time, people at the Information and Complaints
Office told us, “it’s no use even if you go petitioning
Beijing. Your petition papers would still be passed
back to this provincial office. We would then still
send them back to your mine.”

In nearly all cases of strikes and labor protests in
China, it’s only when repeated petitioning fails to get
a sympathetic hearing from the government that dis-
affected workers resort to more desperate acts. This
was true for the Wanbao miners.     

MINER:We’ve petitioned the authorities about it count-
less times. No one takes any notice. 

HAN DONGFANG:Which department did you peti-
tion? 

MINER: The provincial anticorruption bureau and
party disciplinary committee. In the end, they passed
the information over to the Wanbao mine. Just today
we went to the mine to talk to the bosses. We heard
that provincial leaders had arrived, but we didn’t get
to see anyone. 

HAN:When did you go? 

MINER: This morning. I’ve just got home. 

HAN:How many of you went? 

MINER: There were 10 of us. We mainly wanted to
hand over some evidence to the relevant leaders. This
management has brought Wanbao mine to its knees.
They’re telling us it’s because the mine is inefficient,
but they still siphon off millions in cash. The mine is
supposedly inefficient and the boss is driving around
in a luxury car worth a fortune. What kind of logic is
there in that? Where’s the justice when we workers are
barely getting enough to eat and that lot is cruising
around in luxury cars?15

In nearly all cases of strikes and labor protests in China, it’s only when
repeated petitioning fails to get a sympathetic hearing from the government
that disaffected workers resort to more desperate acts. This was true for the
Wanbao miners.



Solidarity and Reprisals
Unpaid wages were not just a miners’ problem. On

December 9, 2002, three days after the Wanbao Coal
Mine fire, hundreds of striking primary and second-
ary school teachers joined the miners picketing in
front of the local hotel where the provincial officials
from the coal mining bureau were staying. Both sets
of workers demanded action on unpaid wages. The
mine bureau officials then promised the protesters
that a month of wages would be paid to everyone
immediately and that another two months would be
paid before the Chinese New Year.16

In the opinion of a teacher from Wanbao Coalmine
Secondary School No.1, it was only natural that the
miners were protesting: 

TEACHER: The miners can barely get enough to
eat. 
HAN DONGFANG: The miners can barely get enough
to eat? 

TEACHER: Yes, damn it! People’s lives are getting more
difficult, No one gets paid year after year. The face
miners and the school don’t receive any payments.17

A shop owner in the mine area claimed that the
lives of the workers were very difficult. Her business,
too, was suffering, but nevertheless, she supported
the workers’ strike.

SHOP OWNER: People can’t live any longer without
salaries. Only strikes can be of some help to them.18

An employee in the control office of the Wanbao
mine expressed similar sympathy for the strike.

HAN DONGFANG:Are they all on strike? 

CONTROL OFFICE EMPLOYEE: Yes. There is no coal
being mined right now. 

HAN: So production at the no. 2 shaft has come to a
halt? 

EMPLOYEE: That’s right. 

HAN: For how long? 

EMPLOYEE: Six or seven days. The workers here are
just trying to get by.19

The Wanbao miners had begun their organized
protests three months before the fire with a strike in
September 2002. According to a relative of one of the
strikers, the surface miners demanded payment of
their wage arrears. Five miners were reportedly pun-
ished for organizing the industrial action. One was
fined RMB 280 ($35). Another, who was a Commu-
nist Party secretary at the mining company, was dis-

missed for his part in the strike. These reprisals were
management’s response to the strike. 
The miners’ anger about management’s actions

continued to build and finally erupted the day of the
fire when the workers beat up the mine director. 

RELATIVE OF A MINER: Those officials are rich, and
people here complain a lot about how the officials
spend their money. Oh, we are very angry! I am angry.
I couldn’t make it there when they beat up the mine
director. Otherwise I would have given him my
punches, too. This really makes me angry. The wages
have been embezzled, and those who get a million
yuan by fraud don’t get any punishment. Who cares?
Who can deal with this? There are those [managers]
who embezzle tens of million yuan and [government]
officials who also run their own factories. Who cares?
If the provincial officials really care, they [the embez-
zlers] will simply settle the issue with a bribe of RMB
100,000 to 200,000 [$12,078 to $24,154]. Who still
cares?20

“Reaching Out” to the 
Victims’ Families
After three months of protests and then the death

of 30 miners, officials of the local and provincial gov-
ernments had one primary concern: to suppress future
unrest. An employee in the administrative office of
Wanbao Coal Mine reported that the provincial min-
ing authority set up 30 task forces after the fire to
carry out “ideological persuasion.” Each task force
was charged with handling the family of one victim.
The local branch of ACFTU, the government-con-
trolled trade union, also participated in the task forces.
But, according to the Communist Party secretary of the
mine office, ideological persuasion failed to calm down
the miners.

PARTY SECRETARY OF THE MINE OFFICE: Thirty
deaths were confirmed. Task forces are being formed
to deal with the aftermath of the accident. There are
30 of them. 

HAN DONGFANG:How is the situation now? 

SECRETARY:Not good. No breakthrough, no progress
at all. You know our mining company is not in good
shape financially and has been in wage arrears all these
years. Some work units have not paid the workers for
a total of 23 months. The total sum of the company’s
wage arrears is RMB 16 million [$2 million]. Thus, ide-
ological persuasion no longer works. The task forces
have to deal with issues like picking up the victims’
families, arranging for the families’ living. That includes
providing coal, food, and daily necessities to those fam-
ilies with financial difficulties.21
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One miner recounted how management tried to
isolate the injured miners and the families of victims
in an attempt to prevent them from taking action.

MINER: I live right in front of shaft no. 7, very close to
it.

HAN:What is the scene like today? 

MINER:Well, smoke is still coming out of the pit. 

HAN:Are you working in the coal mine? 

MINER:Oh, I work in the cement factory, but the neigh-
bor behind my house is one [of the dead]. 

HAN:Who is the victim in that family? 

MINER: The husband of the family. 

HAN:How old was he? 

MINER: Fifty-something. No one is at home at the
moment. No settlement has been made, and they are
all staying at the Wanbao Guesthouse. 

HAN: Are all of the victims’ families staying in the
Wanbao Guesthouse?22

MINER: Some are in the guesthouse, some in the hos-
pital wards, some at other hostels. The reason? [The
mining company] doesn’t dare to put them together
for fear that they would organize against it. 

HAN:Against whom? 

MINER:The company management. The victims’ fam-
ilies would talk about it for sure if they were together. 

HAN:Was that the reason the government and the
mining company had to separate them? 

MINER:Right, exactly. They are all separated. Some live
here, some live there, either in hospital wards, hostels,
or the guesthouse.

The manager of the Wanbao Guesthouse confirmed
that the government was housing the families in sep-
arate accommodations in order to prevent them from
mounting a collective effort to bargain for compen-
sation.

HAN DONGFANG:Then why put them in hostels? They
could just stay at home, couldn’t they? 

GUESTHOUSE MANAGER: Staying at home, with the
deaths in the accident—they would discuss it with
each other. You know, they would stir up trouble if
they were together. 

HAN: So is it because they [the authorities] worry
about them doing something together? 

GUESTHOUSE MANAGER:Yes, it is exactly the point.23

At the time this chapter was written, no informa-
tion on the outcome of the Wanbao coal miners’ strug-
gle was available.

Conclusion:  the Sleeping Power 
of China’s Coal Miners
Since the Industrial Revolution, coal miners have

played a key role in the struggle for workers’ rights
and a decent life — from the protests in the coal mines
of 19th-century France, to Mao Zedong and the
Anyuan surface miners’ strike in 1922, to John L. Lewis
and the United Mineworkers’ struggles in the United
States in the 1930s, to the 1981 coal miners’ strike in
Katowice, Poland against the declaration of martial
law. The backbreaking difficulty of their work, the
toxic environment, and the ever-present threat of
injury and death have pushed coal miners around the
world to take a leading role in militant action.
China’s reliance on coal today gives the miners

great potential power, which is unlikely to diminish.
Experts estimate that China will continue to rely on
coal for at least half of its energy for the next 30 to 50
years. In this context, the government keeps a sharp
eye on the mining sector. It is acutely aware of the
active role of coal miners in the overthrow of com-
munist regimes in the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe. Until now China’s rulers have mostly fallen
back on reform rhetoric and piecemeal action to deal
with coal miners’ unrest, but the industry remains a
festering problem.  
The dogged struggle of the Wanbao miners and

the continuing unrest in China’s mines are reminders
to the regime that if the country’s three million coal
miners ever take to the streets as the Wanbao miners
did, the outcome is unpredictable.
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There is a vast quality gap between rural and urban
education in China. Rural teachers lag in professional
qualifications, level of pay, and working conditions.
Huge arrears in salaries are common. Teachers in
remote rural areas receive as little as RMB 99 ($12) a
month. Local funding of education puts schools and
teachers at the mercy of corrupt local officials, many
of whom have other priorities, including lining their
pockets. Because some officials charge parents school
fees, some poor children don’t attend school.  Some
local officials have put children to work in school to
raise funds.
The central government of China has announced on

several occasions its concern about inequities and
unrest in rural areas and the low status and pay of
rural teachers. It has said that in the future wages for
rural teachers may be included in the national budget.
After economic restructuring began in the 1980s,

teachers were among the first to lose both their steady
wages and many insurance benefits. Beijing slashed
subsidies to local governments, and local officials in
turn slashed teachers’ pay. Under the banners of
decentralization and liberalization, the central gov-
ernment transferred control of state-run schools to
local authorities and renamed them “community
schools.”2 This meant a large number of teachers in the
former state schools lost their jobs, only to be rehired
as community school teachers at much lower pay and
often without any pension protection. 
Economic hardship and broken contracts have

driven teachers across the country to protest and
strike for better contracts and their back pay. Some

of them have also tried to organize independent teach-
ers’ unions, but the government quickly crushed fledg-
ling unions. In other state-owned sectors, most protest
leaders have been older workers. By contrast, the lead-
ers of the teachers’ campaigns have been all ages —
from teachers in training to experienced teachers to
retirees. 
This chapter describes several of the teachers’

protests. The information is often sketchy, but it still
offers a rare glimpse of how the better-educated, white-
collar workers of an important economic sector have
tried to organize. The teachers’ own words convey
the bitterness that the government caused when it
broke one promise after another to members of this
once-esteemed social group. 

Education in Dire Straits 
Despite Economic Boom
Basic education appears to be another area which

has not quite kept pace with the double-digit eco-
nomic growth of China since the 1980s. In 2001, the
education budget was only 3.19 percent of the China’s
gross domestic product (GDP), according to govern-
ment estimates. It remains at that level today, despite
vows by regime leaders to raise it.3 The average edu-
cation budget in the world is around five percent of
GDP. The other irony was that, while many school
teachers suffered wage cuts and arrears, parents of
school children have been faced with sharp rises in
school fees. Many Chinese studies have identified the
problem of rising “miscellaneous charges” by local
schools to fill in the financial gap left by the with-

7

Teachers Protest Broken Promises
Summary

TEACHERS HAVE TRADITIONALLY ENJOYED great respect in Chinese society because they
belong to a revered group — the intelligentsia.1 Yet their elite social status hasn’t
brought them economic rewards. Teachers in today’s China earn low wages, and

the very worst paid are those who teach in small towns and villages as opposed to cities.



drawal of government funding. One official study
reported that primary schools in 163 counties in 2004
were entirely funded by their own school incomes,
with zero government funds, despite the fact that
nine-year free and compulsory basic education is pro-
tected by the 1995 China Compulsory Education Law.4

As a result, despite promises of and legal protection
for free nine-year education, parents of these school
children had to pay at least RMB 1,000 ($125) a year in
miscellaneous charges. Some reports give a much
higher figure of RMB 2,000-3,000 ($242-362) a year.5

This sum was close to the minimum wage of many
low-paid workers and often was equal to the house-
hold annual income of poor rural families. The costs
of higher education were even higher, far beyond the
reach of most low-income households. The combi-
nation of high school fees and loss of incomes have
driven many poor farmers to take their children out
of school and often send them out to work to earn
money.6 There have been numerous stories of chil-
dren working in hazardous fireworks factories and
as part of other migrant workforces, under extremely
appalling conditions.7

Local schools in poor regions and villages have
also been put under acute financial pressure to find
alternative funding sources to government coffers —
hence the rising tuition and other school charges.8

There have been many reports in the Chinese media
of schools being forced to sell off buildings or land in
order to raise income from rents or to conform to local
reforms in land management.9 More outrageously,
many schools have reportedly forced their pupils to
work at the school premises to earn income for the
schools.10 One of the most horrendous stories was
reported in 2001, when an explosion in a “fireworks
workshop” at the Fanglin village school in Wanzai
County in Jiangxi Province killed 60 primary school
children and three teachers.11

The root cause of these problems of high tuition fees,
high dropout rates, declining enrollment and number
of schools lies primarily in the rolling back of funding
from the government to schools. The terms of employ-
ment of teachers have fallen victim to this state policy. 

Becoming a “Community Teacher”
In 2000, 12 million teachers in China had respon-

sibility for the immense student population of 244

million at all levels of the educational system. The
government divided teachers — just as it divided
industrial workers — into categories that determined
pay and general treatment.12 Teachers employed at
locally-run or lower-level schools, such as township
schools and primary schools, were called minban
(”community-run”) teachers; they received a lower
level of training and certification. Teachers employed
by city schools or higher-level schools were called
gongban (“state-run”) teachers. They received a higher
level of training and certification as well as greater
status, better wages, more job security, and full pen-
sions. When the Chinese government spends money
on education, or anything else, cities almost always
take precedence over towns and villages.13

Local authorities in towns, villages, and districts set
up and ran the community schools; some were col-
lectively-owned local enterprises. These schools were
typically small, as well as poorly funded. After the
introduction of market reforms in the 1980s and the
decentralization of the state bureaucracy, state schools
were turned into community schools, and overall
funding for education dropped. A large proportion
of China’s school children had no option other than a
community school. Their teachers earned much less
than teachers in the remaining state schools, and,
unlike state teachers, they didn’t qualify as members
of the national civil service. Within the civil service,
however, there was yet another hierarchy in which,
once again, teachers had low status. When the cen-
tral government was strapped for cash, other civil
servants were usually paid before teachers.

In the 1990s, Beijing announced a national drive to
enable community teachers to get the training and
certification they needed to become state teachers. In
1993 the government passed the Teachers’ Law whose
stated objective was to protect the rights and entitle-
ments of teachers. Then, in 2000, the government
announced that it would phase out the dual classifi-
cation of teachers. 
As so often happens in China, reality didn’t meas-

ure up to the government’s rhetoric. The Teachers’
Law, like other laws, wasn’t enforced. The majority
of community teachers haven’t been upgraded, and
this unfulfilled promise has become a main source of
their frustration. Because teachers lack effective union
representation, they have resorted to frequent wild-
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cat strikes and street protests to pressure local author-
ities to respond to their demands. They have used the
provisions of the Teachers’ Law as key arguments in
asserting their legal rights.

Out of the Classroom, into the Streets 
In China,  September 10 is National Teachers’ Day.

Teachers often mark the date by going on strike, or
holding protest demonstrations, rather than cele-
brating satisfaction with their profession. On Sep-
tember 5, 2001, for example, several dozen teachers
at the community school for China No. 1 Heavy
Machinery Corporation in Qiqihaer City (Heilongjiang
Province) organized a four-day strike and marched
to the local government offices to demand three
months of unpaid wages.14 At the end of the strike,
the principal of the school made it clear that the mil-
itant teachers would suffer the consequences.

PRINCIPAL OF SECONDARY SCHOOL NO. 2:The prin-
cipal of our Secondary School No. 4 [where the strike
took place] has told those teachers who have apolo-
gized for their error [the strike] that he wants them to
work doubly hard in order to compensate for their
mistake. As for those teachers who still want to con-
tinue their fight or participate [in the strike], the cor-
poration and the school will take measures so that
their positions and promotions will be affected.15

Another spike in the number of teachers’ protests
occurs in December, when all levels of government
typically run out of money and stop paying wages.
In December 2002, for example, 100 retired teachers
in Pizhou City, Jiangsu Province, organized street
demonstrations to demand back wages. The mayor
reportedly met with the demonstrators, but he failed
to respond to their demands.16 In December 2003,
more than 800 community teachers in Leizhou City,
Guangdong province, held a three-day street demon-
stration in front of the city government building to
protest unpaid wages equivalent to as much as 12
months of pay. The administrators of a teacher train-
ing program actually led the protest and succeeded
in meeting with the mayor and the head of the edu-
cation department, but the police then used force to
disperse the crowd. They injured one pregnant pro-
tester who later suffered a miscarriage. After the
December demonstration, the city government agreed
to administer a recruitment exam for the city’s 1,060
teachers from training colleges and tertiary-level insti-

tutes. But they informed the protest leaders that, as
punishment for their role in the strike, they would
not be employed as state teachers even if they passed
the exam.17

Downward Mobility in Suizhou
From November 4-7, 2003, hundreds of teachers

from dozens of community schools in the city of
Suizhou, Hubei Province, rallied outside the city gov-
ernment offices to demand upgraded status as state
school teachers. They had been waiting for the gov-
ernment to fulfill this promise since 1996. The gov-
ernment had reportedly pledged to transfer 3,000
Suzhou community school teachers to positions in
state schools.
Many of the protesters were former state school

teachers who had been laid off and then re-hired by
the local authorities as community teachers for much
lower salaries. Some teachers received monthly salaries
of only RMB 200 ($25) — one-quarter of the salary of a
state teacher. The government had agreed to give some
of the teachers a severance payment for each year they
had taught in a state school, but teachers who were laid
off and rehired in 2002 had received only half of what
they were owed. The protesting teachers were also
demanding that the monthly pension benefits for retired
community teachers increase from less than Rmb 200
($25) to at least RMB 350 ($42).18

At the high point of the protest on November 5, the
number of teachers camped outside the municipal
offices soared to more than 2,000. The protesters hung
banners and placards around the government build-
ing and staged a round-the-clock demonstration for
two days until it was broken up by the police. One
banner displayed the words of Communist Party
leader Hu Jintao: “Repeated complaints should be
considered.” One placard read, “No matter how
adverse the circumstances are, education should not
be sacrificed. Community school teachers should not
be sacrificed.”19

A primary school teacher who had been dismissed
and then rehired in 2003 in the Zengdou district of
Suizhou reported that the teachers received only half
of their severance pay even after petitioning the city
government repeatedly: 

TEACHER: I’m a primary school teacher. I’ve been
teaching for nearly 20 years. After being laid off, I



returned to the school to teach for two years. When
we were dismissed, they said we would have a sev-
erance allowance. Yet we haven’t gotten the money. In
recent years, the teachers waged sit-ins at the Dis-
trict Government several times. Then the leadership
paid attention to us. Community school teachers like
us then went to the village government to ask for pay-
ment. The village government agreed to pay half of
the allowance — that is, RMB 1,400 [$169]. The other
half hasn’t been released yet. They promised to settle
it next year.20

Like blue-collar workers, these “downgraded”
teachers generally felt bitter and let down by the
government.

TEACHER: It’s easy to explain why the teachers are
so united. It’s safe to say that teachers have their own
reason to be so. It’s because now, I think, if you ask
teachers about what they feel, most would tell you
that they feel hurt. They all feel very miserable now.
Another reason is that they have made great efforts
in their own profession.21

In most cases, the government’s Education Bureau
had responsibility for managing teachers. In the
schools themselves, teachers came under the juris-
diction of the Communist Youth League. But when
community teachers organized street protests, they
were often dealt with by the same government bodies
that dealt with other kinds of social and labor dis-
putes. 
At one point during the Suizhou protest, local gov-

ernment officials held a negotiation session with the
community teachers that lasted several hours. Nei-
ther the municipal Education Bureau nor the munic-
ipal teachers’ trade unions were represented, although
they should have been the parties negotiating. An
official from the city’s Petitions and Complaints Office
stated that local authorities alone could not meet the
teachers’ demands because community school teach-
ers nationwide shared the same problems, while the
central government had no clear plan to resolve the
issues. According to this official, the teachers organ-
ized their negotiations in a fairly orderly way. 

COMPLAINTS OFFICE OFFICIAL: And they are very
orderly. Comparatively speaking, the community
schoolteachers are well-behaved. They’re usually
well-behaved. … They’ve chosen their representa-
tives, and we are talking to them. 

HAN DONGFANG: How did they choose their repre-
sentatives? 

OFFICIAL:The representatives are chosen by recom-
mendation. Yesterday every town and village rec-
ommended a representative for the negotiations.
There are 35 towns and villages. Each town and vil-
lage recommended one.22

Despite the negotiations, the local government sent
about 30 police officers and several vanloads of gov-
ernment officials to remove the demonstrators by
force and escort them back to their homes. The gov-
ernment instructed school principals to hold the teach-
ers’ representatives in strict isolation in each school
building. By November 7, the number of teachers who
continued to demonstrate had dropped to about 100.

TEACHER:The city government instructed the Public
Security Bureau to send 30 or 40 officers. The local
leaders, village chiefs, and party secretaries from each
village sent in more than 10 people with vehicles.
They dragged them [the protesters] into the vehicles.
In this way, they kept the teachers away from the
protest. … They are keeping the teachers apart, one
teacher for each village or town. It is reported that
the government will arrest those who organized the
protest. Now the teachers are kept apart, and each
town is responsible to keep them in custody. 

HAN: Now they are all kept in custody? 

TEACHER:Right. It is the responsibility of the village
or town head to do this..23

Government officials admitted that there were sim-
ply no funds available for even the legally required
severance and pension payments. Some of the state-
owned enterprises that had employed the teachers
had gone bankrupt and left no money to meet these
obligations. 

HAN DONGFANG:According to the labor regulation,
isn’t it true that the employer should pay for the
employee’s retirement insurance?
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In China,  September 10 is National Teachers’ Day. Teachers often mark the
date by going on strike, or holding protest demonstrations, rather than
 celebrating satisfaction with their profession.
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COMPLAINTS BUREAU OFFICIAL: That’s true. But in
some case, the lowest levels of the government are in
difficulty. In other cases, the enterprise doesn’t pay for
it because they don’t have money.24

Petitioning in Leshan
Although teachers have often succeeded in win-

ning partial payment of back wages, their demands
regarding employment status and career develop-
ment have rarely met with success. When they have
tried to bargain collectively, local governments and
school authorities aimed their reprisals at the teach-
ers’ leaders and representatives. Since it’s not
uncommon for an activist’s job to be in jeopardy,
employed teachers often ask retired colleagues to
act as their representatives in negotiations and peti-
tioning.  
In April and May 2006, a group of teachers from the

city of Leshan in the midwestern province of Sichuan
reported on their struggle to the China Labour Bul-
letin. Some 2,400 teachers in the city’s Qingcheng
County had tried numerous times over the course of
nearly two years to bargain collectively for unpaid
wages. Although most of these teachers were still
working, they asked retired colleagues to act as their
representatives in a petition campaign.

RETIRED TEACHER:Those teachers who are currently
employed only signed their names at the bottom [of
the petition], and they contributed a little to travel
expenses. It’s mainly travel expenses. In fact, they’re
afraid that we retired teachers won’t get into this, so
recently quite a few teachers have come forward and
said, “I have no money. We’ve all contributed some
funds. You go to Beijing and petition on our behalf,
and we will all contribute some funds to that.” 

HAN DONGFANG: So the teachers who are still work-
ing now really want you retired teachers to continue
[the campaign]?

TEACHER:Because they don’t dare come out [openly].25

The teachers reported that school authorities had
been subtracting both an inflation subsidy and a wel-
fare benefit from their paychecks since September
2004. The total of unpaid wages for each of the 2,400
teachers since 1994 was very high: about RMB 10,000
($1,250). In order to get these back wages, the teachers
had sent numerous written petitions to the local and
provincial governments; next they sent representa-
tives to deliver petitions in person. They even had a
number of local legislators writing on their behalf. 

TEACHER:We sent our petition letters, signed by del-
egates to the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Committee
(CPPCC) because there were delegates among the
teachers. 

The traditional value that Chinese
culture placed on education
hasn’t translated into decent
treatment for school teachers . In
the field of education, the losses
are double.



HAN DONGFANG:Are they delegates to the county NPC?

TEACHER: They’re delegates to the county NPC and
CPPCC. Still no solution [to the problem]. 

HAN: Where did you send your petitions to?

TEACHER: To the Qingcheng County government, but
with no results.

HAN:Did you send [the petitions] to higher levels?

TEACHER:We did send to higher-level departments
after last October [2005].

HAN:Where?

TEACHER:To [the city of] Leshan, and also the provin-
cial government of Sichuan.

HAN:Were all these representations made by the del-
egates to the county NPC and CPPCC among you?

TEACHER: Yes, we had NPC and CPPCC delegates
among us. But, more importantly, they were all retired
teachers because working teachers would be inves-
tigated and even receive threats if they joined.

HAN:Have they been threatened?

TEACHER: Yes. The Education Bureau threatened the
headmasters, and the headmasters threatened the
teachers. 

HAN:What kind of threats?

TEACHER: They told you not to join and to give up
[the campaign], and that if you joined, your work
would be affected and you would be fired etc. [They
threatened] all kinds of means [of punishment].26

After the government failed to respond to any of
their petitions, the teachers decided to stage a demon-
stration in November 2005. They gathered 500 sig-
natures and filed an application with the county Public
Security Bureau, but their application was denied.

HAN:When did you apply to hold the march?

TEACHER: We filled out an application for a march
and demonstration on November 4 last year.

HAN:Who did you apply to? 

TEACHER:To the Qingcheng County Public Security
Bureau. 

HAN:What reason did you give for the march?

TEACHER: The reason was that the national welfare
assistance payment was deducted [from our pay-
checks]. We asked for it back, but they refused to give
it to us. The government also did not explain why it
was doing this, and we don’t agree with that, so we
applied to stage a march and demonstration. We col-
lected more than 500 signatures for that application,
the names of 500 teachers in Qingcheng County. In
1994, the People’s Government of Qingcheng County
asked all teachers to help the government raise funds
by contributing their national assistance payments.
The Personnel Bureau of Qingcheng County asked
the teachers to raise the funds. But this method is

against national regulations on this kind of matter.

HAN:You’re saying that this was the content of a let-
ter sent by the county government in 1994?

TEACHER: There is document No. 70 which is still
there in the Personnel Bureau. But we will not obey
it. We are also following section 22 of Chapter 40 of the
Teachers’ Law. “Teachers’ local supplementary pay-
ment and all remaining allowances are considered
part of one’s salary. The source of the funds for these
payments should be the same as the expenses’ pay-
ment for civil servants.” So we demand that if civil
servants are getting this payment, then we should
receive it. We put all of this in the application for the
demonstration. The method we’re using is a peaceful
protest.

HAN:Which route did you specify in the application?

TEACHER: It was just several roads within the city
limits. We applied to hold it [the march and demon-
stration] from 10 to 12 o’clock in the morning on
November 12, 2005, but it wasn’t approved. 

HAN:What was the reason for not approving it?

TEACHER: It [the answer] was from the Qingcheng
County Public Security Bureau. They said the rea-
son for not approving this action was that it would
have an impact on public safety and disrupt social
order. They believed that our march would have a
direct negative impact on public safety and disrupt
social order.27

The teachers demonstrated a thorough knowledge
of their rights under the Teachers’ Law, yet their cause
was still lost. 

HAN: Did you put forth an objection to the Public
Security Bureau’s decision?

TEACHER:We followed the Law on Assemblies, Pro-
cessions, and Demonstrations and applied to the Peo-
ple’s Government of Qingcheng County for an
administrative review of the decision, but they still
didn’t approve it. The administrative review sup-
ported the decision of the Public Security Bureau in
its “Refusal to grant permission for the Qingcheng
County teachers [demonstration], which would harm
the Qingcheng County Public Security Bureau.”

HAN: So did you take it any further? For example, did
you lodge a lawsuit with the People’s Court against the
decision of the administrative review?

TEACHER:We didn’t lodge an administrative suit
because our goal was to get the government to take this
matter seriously and make a decision on the matters
that we were raising. In the past, regardless of what
the issue was, they never paid any attention to us.28

The teachers ignored “conventional wisdom,” and
said that they wanted to learn from the rural migrant
workers about making wage demands. 
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HAN DONGFANG: In your application, did you say
which slogans you would use, the kinds of pamphlets
that you would be handing out?

TEACHER:We have some slogans.

HAN:What are they?

TEACHER:The first slogan was “Learn from the rural
migrant workers. You’ve got to demand your own
wages. Uphold the legal rights of teachers.” The sec-
ond slogan was “It’s heaven’s will that rural migrant
workers can recover what’s owed them. Our teach-
ers’ demands are no different.” The third slogan was
“You speak of justice, you speak of harmony. Give
teachers back their retirement funds.” The fourth
slogan was “Qingcheng County [was] named one of
the nation’s most progressive. Why then are teach-
ers’ wage supplements still unpaid?” The fifth slo-
gan was “Have we entered a prosperous community?
Then why aren’t teachers’ wages paid in full?” The
sixth slogan was: “We will never rest until we get this
supplement back in our pay packet.” At first those
in the Public Security Bureau who studied the appli-
cation said there was no reason why they shouldn’t
approve the teachers’ application. But the govern-
ment would not allow them to do this, so they could-
n’t do anything. So then they decided that the march
would harm public safety and social order.29

A Sit-in in Yunnan Province
On May 10, 2006, more than 700 retired teachers

from state-run kindergartens in Yunnan Province
organized a sit-in in front of the main entryway into the
provincial government building. They were demand-
ing pension payments at the standard level for civil
servants and equal to those of primary and second-
ary school teachers. Kindergarten teachers from every
school in the province that had been associated with a
former state-owned enterprise sent representatives to
this peaceful protest.30 During the sit-in, one of the
retired teachers spoke to Han Dongfang.

HAN:Are you all still in front of the government office
building?

RETIRED TEACHER:We’re still here. We all gathered
here at eight o’clock this morning.

HAN:Hasn’t anyone from the government spoken to
you?

TEACHER: No. No one has come out to talk. Five of
our representatives went in to talk. They went in and
then came out. They were chased out.

HAN:How many teachers are there altogether at the
door?

TEACHER: There’re more than 700.

HAN:Are they all just sitting there, or are they doing
anything else?

TEACHER: They are all sitting in front of the main
door. In the beginning, we were all by the side of the
road, but because they won’t meet with us, we’ve
moved to sit in front of the main door. Now there is
someone trying to disperse the demonstrators because
there are a lot of people going to work and there are
a lot of onlookers.

HAN: So no one can go in or out of the main door of the
government building?

TEACHER: That’s right. They’re all retirees, and the
oldest one participating today is nearly 80 years old.31

For two years prior to the sit-in, 3,000 retired
kindergarten teachers in the province had been fight-
ing to raise their monthly pension payments. They
calculated that if the authorities were to implement
the Teachers’ Law properly, the additional money per
month for each retiree would range from RMB 300
($36) to RMB 600 ($72). The amounts might look small,
but they actually represented an increase of 50 percent
in teacher pensions, which ranged from RMB 600 to
RMB 900 ($72-$109). 
The following account reveals the inconsistencies

and discrepancies among Chinese laws and govern-
ment directives. 

RETIRED KINDERGARTEN TEACHER:The central gov-
ernment’s Document No. 9 was issued the day before
yesterday. The Teachers’ Law was originally to include
all teachers employed by state-owned enterprises,
kindergarten teachers, vocational and technical teach-
ers. The primary and secondary teachers’ situation
has been resolved. Only that of the kindergarten and
vocational and technical teachers remains to be solved.
Right now, as regards the whole group, there are
about 3,000 kindergarten teachers. There are also
about 3,000 vocational and technical teachers. They
have sent their representatives here today. If they all
came, that would really be something. The Teachers’
Law originally included kindergarten teachers and
vocational and technical teachers, but then the Yun-
nan provincial government issued Statement No. 88,
which excluded kindergarten teachers and vocational
and technical teachers. 

HAN DONGFANG: If Document No. 9 is implemented
across the board, how much do you expect your
monthly wage would rise from the current RMB 900
[$109]? 

TEACHER: It would be raised to RMB 1,500 [$181].

HAN:How long have you been working on this?

TEACHER:We have been working on this for two years
already. This is the largest demonstration we have staged.
We are now asking that we be given a clear answer on
the principle employed here. What we are asking is,
does the law take precedence or Statement No. 88?32



The government tried to limit information avail-
able to the media about the sit-in. An official in the
province’s Petition Office refused to give interviews to
reporters, citing government regulations.

PETITION OFFICE OFFICIAL:When a collective petition
has been submitted, we can’t give interviews to the
media.

HAN DONGFANG:Why?

OFFICIAL:When a collective petition has been sub-
mitted, we can’t give interviews to the media. That is
the Yunnan provincial government’s media rule.

HAN:Why do you do that?

PETITION OFFICE:That is the regulation of the Prop-
aganda and Publicity Department.33

At the time this chapter was written, the outcome
of the retired kindergarten teachers’ protest in Yun-
nan Province wasn’t known. But the sit-in was
remarkable in itself as a sector-wide attempt at col-
lective bargaining for an entire province. 

Conclusion: Teachers’ Achievement Is
Organizing as a Profession
The traditional value that Chinese culture placed

on education hasn’t translated into decent treatment
for school teachers in today’s China. The state allocates
very limited resources to education, and the greatest
proportion by far goes to a small number of elite insti-
tutions at the top of the educational pyramid. Economic
restructuring has undermined the well-being of work-
ers in all industries, but in the field of education, the
losses are double. The teachers, especially elementary
school teachers, suffer, and so do their students.

Teachers seem more informed than other groups of
workers about their legal rights, and they often organ-
ize their protests with meticulous reference to the rel-
evant laws. But their ambiguous social status —
between elite professionals and “ordinary” workers —
has kept them from developing a strong working-
class identity or consciousness. In Chinese culture,
teachers are expected to be “reasonable” and “well-
behaved” members of society, and this expectation
makes them reluctant to use militant, confrontational
tactics to fight for their interests. They usually avoid
actions such as blocking railroad lines, a strategy that
many manual workers use. 
Although usually scattered and relatively small

scale, industrial and protest actions taken by school
teachers in China carried with them a remarkable
feature. Unlike almost all other labor protests, the
teachers’ actions were organized across workplaces in
different schools, districts, villages, and sometime
even towns (although still within one city). Seen in
this light, teachers’ protests can be regarded under
the category of “industry-wide” labor organizing, as
compared to other “community-based” organizing by
many blue collar workers. 
Teachers as a group remained reluctant to take

militant and confrontational actions to fight for their
interests. Still, their protests often did help teachers
win some immediate gains in payment of wage arrears.
Unsurprisingly though, efforts by some to organize
independent teachers’ unions failed. 

ALBERT SHANKER INSTITUTE | 69



70 | A CRY FOR JUSTICE: THE VOICES OF CHINESE WORKERS

1 China Daily, “Teachers best regarded in China — survey,” Sep-
tember 11, 2004, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/
2004-09/11/content_373538.htm.

2 Community schools are those schools which are run and
funded by local township or village authorities, as opposed to
state schools, which receive funding from provincial and central
governments as well. 

3 China Labour Bulletin (CLB), “Teachers and education in China
— underfunded and undervalued,” 2003, http://www.china-
labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revision%5fid=18256&item
%5fid=3382.

4 CLB, Survey Report on Child Labour in China, (Chinese), May
2006, pp. 22, quoting a news report by Guo Shaofeng, 
http://edu.people.com.cn/GB/1053/4137234.html, February 24,
2006.

5 CLB, Survey Report on Child Labour in China, May 2006, p.24.

6 Ibid, pp 18-20.

7 CLB, “Child Labour in China: Causes and Solutions,” Novem-
ber 2003, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/arti-
cle?revision%5fid=3305&item%5fid=3304. 
Also see CLB’s Survey Report on Child Labour in China, May 2006.

8 CLB, Survey Report on Child Labour in China, May 2006, pp. 21-
24.

9 CLB, “Education in China: a short introduction,” November
2003, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?
revision%5fid=3299&item%5fid=3298.

10 CLB, Survey Report on Child Labour in China, May 2006,
http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revi-
sion%5fid=38181&item%5fid=38180.

11 CLB, “Education in China: a short introduction,” November
2003, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?
revision%5fid=3299&item%5fid=3298.

12 China Daily, “China has 12 million teachers,” September 11,
2000, http://english.people.com.cn/english/200009/11/
eng20000911_50247.html.

13 CLB, ““Teachers and education in China — underfunded and
undervalued,” January 27, 2004, http://www.china-labour.org.hk
/public/contents/article?revision%5fid=18256&item%5fid=3382.

14 CLB, September 6, 2001, http://big5.china-labour.org.hk/big5/
article.adp?article_id=1752.

15 Ibid.

16 CLB, “Retired Teachers in Jiangsu Marched against Wage Cut,”
December 13, 2002, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/con-
tents/article?revision%5fid=2315&item%5fid=2314.

17 CLB, “Teachers’ protests in Guangdong Province violently dis-
persed,” January 26, 2004, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/pub-
lic/contents/news?revision%5fid=18653&item%5fid=5380.

18 CLB, “Up To 2,000 Teachers Protest Against Unfair Work
Practices in Suizhou, Hubei Province,” January 26, 2004, 
http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/news?revi-
sion%5fid=18366&item%5fid=5410.

19 CLB, “Schoolteachers in Suizhou urge the Government to fulfill
its promises — teachers’ representatives face restrictions on
movement,” November 7, 2003, http://www.china-
labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revision%5fid=3323&item
%5fid=3322.

20CLB,  “1,300 Suizhou schoolteachers launch protests against
unequal wages,” November 5, 2003, http://www.china-
labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revision%5fid=3329&item
%5fid=3328.

21 Ibid. 

22CLB, “Schoolteachers in Suizhou urge the Government to fulfill
its promises — teachers’ representatives face restrictions on
movement,” November 7, 2003, http://www.china-
labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revision%5fid=3323&item
%5fid=3322.

23 Ibid. 

24 Ibid. 

25CLB, “County deducts benefits from Sichuan teachers” pay
(II),” May 2, 2006, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/con-
tents/article?revision%5fid=38465&item%5fid=38440.

26CLB, “County deducts benefits from Sichuan teachers’ pay,”
April 29, 2006, http://gb.china-labour.org.hk/gate/gb/big5.china-
labour.org.hk/ifbase644-base12-L3B1YmxpYw~~/-base12-
Y29udGVudHM~/-base12-YXJ0aWNsZQ~~?-base48-cmV2aXN
pb24lNWZpZD03MjAzNyZpdGVtJTVmaWQ9NzIwMzY.

27CLB, “County deducts benefits from Sichuan teachers’ pay
(II),” May 2, 2006, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/con-
tents/article?revision%5fid=38465&item%5fid=38440.

28 Ibid.

29 Ibid. 

30CLB, “Retired Yunnan teachers fight for equal pension treat-
ment,” May 10, 2006, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/
contents/article?revision%5fid=38383&item%5fid=38382.
CLB, “Over 700 retired kindergarten teachers protest to demand
for better pensions,” May  11, 2006, http://www.china-
labour.org.hk/public/contents/news?revision%5fid=37808&item
%5fid=37807.

31 CLB, “Retired Yunnan teachers fight for equal pension treat-
ment,” May 10, 2006, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/
contents/article?revision%5fid=38383&item%5fid=38382.

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid.



Through violence and repression, the Chinese state
and the Communist Party have kept workers from or-
ganizing independent unions and political parties that
could represent their interests. Still, despite these ruth-
less measures, there are thousands upon thousands of
labor disputes across China annually, with the number
growing each year. Even a report from the government-
controlled All China Federation of Trade Unions
(ACFTU) estimates that over 300,000 labor lawsuits
were filed in 2005 alone, a growth of more than 20 per-
cent over the previous year and an increase of over 9.5
percent during the last decade. In fact, the growth in
labor conflicts is now outstripping the unprecedented
growth in China’s economy.1 An August 2007 China
Daily article on the passage of China’s new labor law re-
ported that “labor dispute arbitration organizations at
various levels dealt with 1.72 million labor dispute cases
involving 5.32 million employees from 1987 to the end
of 2005, with a growth rate of 27.3 percent annually.”2

Government statistics considerably understate the true
extent of the problem: Labor protests have become a
commonplace occurrence in China, and have become
increasingly militant.3

This book tells the story of a number of those strug-
gles. It is a testament to the fact that China now has an
active and growing labor resistance — albeit a resist-
ance which is not, as yet, organized. Protests and
strikes remain largely spontaneous and local in na-
ture, in no small part because the Chinese state has re-
served its most brutal repression for efforts to build
national labor solidarity, to organize independent

unions and to establish political parties representing
the interests of working people. But increasingly there
are limits to the efficacy of this repressive strategy.
China’s integration into the global economy has
brought its people more and more contacts and inter-
actions with the rest of the world. There are the stir-
rings of cultural pluralism and civil society. As the
Chinese state strives to meet the demands of global
capital for property rights and a rule of law in the eco-
nomic sphere of trade and commerce, it necessarily
creates a small, risky, but very real political space for
legal advocacy on behalf of working people.
There is nothing inevitable about the emergence of

democracy and an independent labor movement in
China. But so long as China remains part of the global
economy — and any withdrawal would have cata-
strophic economic consequences for the country —
authoritarian rule will bring diminishing returns.
Growing labor unrest, even of a local and spontaneous
nature, will raise questions about the sustainability of
peaceful economic development. The strategy that is
most likely to succeed, over the long term, is the path
of democratization, aided by the emergence of an or-
ganized, independent labor movement. The men and
women whose struggles are chronicled in this book
are the pioneers of that movement. They are our in-
spiration.
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CONCLUSION

A Future for the Chinese Labor Movement?

CHINA’S COMMUNIST REVOLUTION was conducted in the name of Chinese working
people, but the regime it spawned has proven to be no different than the long line
of imperial dynasties which preceded it. It is the rule of the powerful elite, not

the people, and it promotes the well-being of the rulers, not the common good of all.
After nearly six decades of communist rule, the regime’s claim that it represents the
interests of ordinary people appears as a distorted inversion of the plain truth.
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Cadmium poisoning:Cadmium poisoning is among the
most toxic occupational chemical hazards. Acute effects
in workers occur mainly as a result of exposures to
cadmium fume in welding or soldering, especially when
this takes place in a poorly ventilated workspace. Work-
ers in nickel-cadmium battery manufacturing are the
most exposed group. Exposures to cadmium fume may
give rise to a type of metal fume fever. Flu-like symptoms
occur, with chills, fever and muscular pain in the back
and limbs. Over-exposure of humans to cadmium can
cause chronic damage to the lung, kidneys and liver;
and can cause stomach cancer, lung cancer, respira-
tory cancer, prostate cancer, osteomalacia, osteoporo-
sis, and loss of sense of smell.

Cadre:A public official holding a responsible or man-
agerial position, usually full time, in party and gov-
ernment. A cadre is not necessarily a member of the
Communist Party, although a person holding a sen-
sitive job in most cases would be a party member.

China Labour Bulletin: A Hong Kong-based group,
founded by Chinese labor activist Han Dongfang, that
promotes democratic trade unionism and other core
labor rights in mainland China. 

Communist Youth League: First established in May
1922, the Communist Youth League promotes and sup-
ports Communist Party policies and is a source of
future leadership for the party. 

Counterrevolutionary organization:Any organiza-
tion not approved by the government and that advo-
cates policies officially viewed as “hostile” to the
government and Communist Party. The traditional
term “counterrevolutionary” was legally superseded
in 1997, when the PRC Criminal Law underwent
major revisions, by the new concept of “endanger-
ing state security.” But in practice, the latter definition
continued to be applied to the same groups and indi-
viduals that were previously proscribed as “coun-
terrevolutionary.” 

Cultural Revolution: Launched by Communist Party
Chairman Mao Zedong in May 1966, the Cultural
Revolution was ostensibly aimed at “de-bureaucra-
tizing” the Party apparatus, creating a “new social-
ist culture” and “continuing the revolution under
the dictatorship of the proletariat.” In practice, it
was essentially a struggle for power within the Com-
munist Party. It brought social, political, and eco-
nomic chaos to large sections of Chinese society and
resulted in the death, imprisonment, or torture of
millions of citizens.

Danwei: The basic urban “work unit,” which also
served political, social, and economic functions, espe-
cially in state-owned enterprises during the Mao era. 

Democracy Wall Movement 1979: In winter 1978, on
a wall near Beijing University, numerous posters
appeared criticizing the Cultural Revolution and call-
ing for political reform. The authorities cracked down
on this flourishing of popular expression in April 1979,
when posters critical of Deng Xiaoping began appear-
ing; but the movement continued until April 1981, when
dozens of its leaders were arrested and jailed. 

Democracy Movement 1989: The mass grassroots
movement of students, intellectuals and workers, cen-
tered in Tiananmen Square, that took place around
the country between mid-April and early June 1989.
The movement was crushed on the night of June 3-4,
1989 when large numbers of PLA troops forced their
way into Beijing, killing hundreds and possibly thou-
sands of unarmed citizens. 

Democratic Party of China (CDP):An unauthorized
nationwide political party established by veteran pro-
democracy activists, notably the Democracy Wall fig-
ure Xu Wenli, in 1998. Dozens of the party’s leaders
were arrested and jailed for many years soon after its
founding. The CDP remains banned in China today,
although overseas-based Chinese dissidents continue
to use the name to promote democratic ideals. 

GLOSSARY*
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Deng Xiaoping: Leader of the Chinese Communist
Party who spearheaded, from late 1978 onwards, the
economic reforms that transformed China.

Dengist era: The initial period (1979-97) of economic
reform.

Falun Gong:A banned spiritual group, numbering in
the millions, whose members have been a major target
for repression by government authorities since July
1999.

Han Dongfang:A founder of the Beijing Autonomous
Workers’ Federation (BAWF) during the Tiananmen
Square protests in May 1989. The BAWF was probably
the first independent workers’ rights organization in
China since 1949. Han now directs the China Labour
Bulletin in Hong Kong.

Hukou (Household registration): a system of resi-
dency permits that determine where Chinese citizens
are legally allowed to reside; those having rural hukou
have only restricted rights to live and work in the city,
and in practice they are treated as second-class citi-
zens as compared to those with urban hukou.

Hu Jintao:President of the People’s Republic of China
since March 15, 2003, Hu is concurrently general sec-
retary of the Communist Party Central Committee
and Chairman of the Central Military Affairs Com-
mission, among other posts.

International Confederation of Free Trade Unions

(ICFTU): The International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions was created in 1949 after democratic
unions split from the communist-dominated World
Federation of Trade Unions. At its peak it claimed 241
affiliated organizations in 156 countries and territo-
ries on all five continents, with a membership of 155
million. In June 2006, it merged with other global union
federations to form the International Trade Union
Confederation (ITUC). 

International Labor Organization (ILO):The tripar-
tite U.N. agency, founded in 1919 as a part of the League
of  Nations, that brings together governments, employ-
ers and workers of its member states to discuss labor-
management issues.

Jiang Qing: Third wife of Mao Zedong who, until
Mao’s death in 1976, wielded extraordinary power,
through her involvement with radical Red Guard youth
during the cultural revolution and subsequently as a
member of the so-called “Gang of Four.”  She was con-
victed in 1981 of “counter-revolutionary crimes” and
died in prison in 1991, an apparent suicide.  

Jiang Zemin:Former Communist Party General Sec-
retary from 1989 to 2002 and Chinese President from
1993 to 2003.

June 4: The date of the government’s military crack-
down on the Tiananmen Square democracy activists
(strictly speaking, the PLA invasion of Beijing began
on the evening of June 3).

Liu Shaoqi:Former Chairman of the Communist Party,
he succeeded Mao Zedong as Chairman of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China in 1959. Liu was deeply influ-
ential among leaders of the All China Federation of
Trade Unions (ACFTU), and, along with Deng
Xiaopeng and Zhou Enlai, introduced a variety of eco-
nomic reforms that ultimately led to his downfall dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution. He died in jail in 1969 after
severe physical abuse and medical neglect. 

Mao Zedong:Mao Zedong was the key leader and
pre-eminent ideologist of the Chinese Communist
Party. Though responsible for the deaths of millions
and the sufferings of many more Chinese, today he
plays an iconic role in the public life of China and in the
minds of many Chinese. 

Maoist era:The period in Chinese history dominated
by Mao Zedong, especially from the founding of the
PRC in 1949 until his death in October 1976.

Model worker (lao mo): “Hero workers,” held up for
their hard work and productive capacity, especially
during the first three decades of the People’s Republic. 

National People’s Congress (NPC): The National
People’s Congress is officially said to be the highest
organ of state power in China, although it only meets
once a year for two or three weeks. It discusses and
endorses laws promoted by the Party, and confirms
the appointment of senior government officials and
political leaders.
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National People’s Political Consultative Conference

(NPPCC): A senior consultative body, composed of
Communist Party members, non-party personages
and members of the so-called Democratic Parties
(minor and uninfluential holdovers from the pre-1949
period). The NPPCC is the principal vehicle for the
Party’s “united front” policy. 

Re-education through labor: China’s system of re-
education through labor (laodong jiaoyang or lao-jiao),
under which around 250,000 citizens serve periods of
forced detention and labor for up to three years, is offi-
cially described (by the Ministry of Public Security)
as being an “administrative punishment” designed to
change “minor offenders” into people who “obey law,
respect public virtue, love their country, love hard
work, and possess certain standards of education and
productive skills for the building of socialism.” In fact,
in all cases it constitutes arbitrary detention, as defined
by the U.N., since those so sentenced have no court
trial and the punishment is imposed solely on police
authority. 

Social & labor insurance: The legally mandatory
range of benefits theoretically available to workers in
China. They include: unemployment benefit, medical
insurance, retirement pension, workplace injuries
insurance and maternity benefits. At present, how-
ever, most migrant workers from the countryside are
denied such benefits by employers. 

Sole-enterprise town:A city or town dominated by one
state-owned enterprise (SOE). 

Party Congress:National meeting of the Communist
Party, held roughly every five years, to decide key polit-
ical and economic strategy issues, elect senior Party
officials and address other policy matters.

People’s Armed Polic (PAP): A paramilitary police
force responsible for maintaining and enforcing domes-
tic security. In practice it is often deployed against
protesting citizens, including striking workers. 

Great Hall of the People: The massive Stalin-esque
building that stands on the west side of Tiananmen
Square. It was erected in 1958 and serves as the venue for
major ceremonial state occasions and also for the annual
legislative meetings of the National People’s Congress.

Petitioning higher government (shangfang):A tra-
ditional Chinese practice whereby ordinary people
with grievances against local government or individ-
ual officials took their complaints to a higher author-
ity, in the hope that an “upright official” would
intervene to give them justice. This practice was for-
malized after 1949 in a nationwide network of “visits
and complaints offices”; however, recent scholarly
studies in China have revealed that only a few out of
every thousand “petitioners” ever have their problems
actually addressed, let alone resolved, via the shangfang
system. 

Retrenchment:Workforce reductions; layoffs. 

“Three Represents” theory of Jiang Zemin: Intro-
duced at the 16th Party Congress in 2002, this new ide-
ology attempted to transform the Communist Party
from a “party of revolution” to a more conventional
“ruling party.” It also provided a framework for admit-
ting China’s growing capitalist class into the party. As
such, it was highly controversial and is currently
encountering substantial opposition from leftist quar-
ters in China.

Workers’ Autonomous Federations (WAF):Unoffi-
cial independent workers’ rights groups that sprang up
in major cities around China in May 1989 during the
Tiananmen Square pro-democracy movement.

Wang Jingxi:A model worker, known as “Iron Man”
who worked at the Daqing Oilfield in Heilongjiang
Province — China’s principal model industrial facility
that formed the centerpiece of national propaganda
about communist-led industrial achievement during
the Mao era.

Wei Jingsheng:A leading dissident and pro-democ-
racy activist, sometimes called “China’s Mandela” after
South African anti-apartheid leader Nelson Mandela.
Wei’s most famous article, posted at Beijing’s Democ-
racy Wall in March 1979 and titled “The Fifth Mod-
ernization,” argued that economic modernization
without democracy would simply lead to renewed
autocracy. Wei was jailed for a total of almost 18 years
thereafter.

Wen Jiabao: Premier of China since 2003. Often called
“the people’s premier,” Wen has a more approachable
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public image that separates him from the rest of China’s
current power elite, and his personal warmth and
modesty are held to contrast with the more enigmatic
and serious Hu Jintao. 

Workers and Staff Representative Congress: In the-
ory, this body is a channel through which workers
can, in certain carefully defined and regulated cir-
cumstances, veto or reject management decisions.
Usually referred to as “Workers Congresses,” they
were widely propagated from the early 1980s onwards. 

Xia-gang gongren (off-post employees): Also known
as the “40/50” — male workers over 50 and female
workers over 40.  In the late 1990s, tens of millions of
SOE workers were given this status, which meant that
they technically remained on the company staff list
but were not required to come in to work. They received
a small portion of their original salary, in exchange
for de facto unemployment. The xia-gang policy was
meant to last for only three years, after which those
concerned would become formally unemployed. In
practice it lasted somewhat longer, but the net result
was that millions of workers lost good jobs and are
now either permanently unemployed or ended up in
insecure, mostly menial jobs at much lower pay than
before. 

Yuan (Renminbi): 2006 exchange rate: 1 yuan = USD
8.28.

Zhu Rongji: Premier of China, 1998-2003.

* Many of the above definitions are taken from China Labour Bul-
letin; the Hong Kong Liaison Office of the International Labor
Movement (IHLO); Human Rights Watch; and the Asia Source,
a project of the Asia Society, which draws on The China Handbook:
Regional handbooks of economic development: Prospects onto the 21st
century, by Christopher Hudson (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Pub-
lishers, 1997).

ACRONYMS

ACFTU:All China Federation of Trade Unions

AFL-CIO: American Federation of  Labor and Con-
gress of Industrial Organizations

BWAF: Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation

CPS: Democratic Party of China

CLB: China Labour Bulletin

COE: Collective-owned enterprises

COEDC: Chuandong Oil Exploration & Drilling
Company

CPPCC: Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Committee

CRC: China Resource Company (Hong Kong)

CPC: Communist Party of China

DPC: Democratic Party of China 

DPAB: Daqing Petroleum Administration Bureau

HFTU: Heilongjiang Federation of Trade Unions

GP: Gold Peak

ICFTU: International Confederation of Free Trade
Unions

ICESCR: International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights

ILO: International Labor Organization

ITUC: International Trade Union Confederation

NPC: National People’s Congress

NPPCC: National People’s Political Consultative
Conference

PAP: People’s Armed Police

PLA: People’s Liberation Army

PRC: People’s  Republic of China

PSB: Public Security Bureau

RMB Renminbi: currency of China

SOE: State-Owned Enterprise

TTG: Tieshu Textile Group

WAF: Workers’ Autonomous Federation

WTO: World Trade Organization
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