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TWO STORIES OF RESISTANCE FROM CHINA

We will begin with two stories
of resistance by Chinese
workers. All around the world,
in recent years, we hear many
stories of workers who fight...
but very often do not win what
they are fighting for.

These stories from China may
inspire us. We will then consider
what these stories tell us about
the labor situation in China, the
“space” that workers have to
organize, and what this means
for labor activists - and the
labor movement - globally.
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TONGHUA S.O.E STEEL INCIDENT:
JULY 2009




THE FIRST STORY TOOK PLACE IN JULY 2009 IN A STATE
OWNED ENTERPRISE (SOE) CALLED TONGHUA STEEL IN

NORTHEASTERN CHINA.

Background: Since the end of
the socialist period (1949-78) in
China, the pro-market national
leaders began privatizing state
owned companies. These SOEs
provided life-time employment,
secure livelihood, education,
health care, housing and respect
for industrial workers.

Perhaps 90 million SOE workers
have lost their jobs since the late
1980s. Now less than 357% of the
economy is held by the state.
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In 2005 a private capitalist
wanted to purchase this steel
company, which has 30,000
workers. However, his plan
was to close it because it
wasn’t profitable enough.
The workers organized and
asked to be given the chance
to make the enterprise more
productive. So, the plant
remained public and the
workers “turned it around.”

By 2009 it was very profitable
and the private capitalist
returned... now ready to
purchase it.
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* In July he met with workers in

the courtyard of the factory
to announce his plans: He said
he wanted to make the
company even more efficient,
and intended to lay off
thousands of workers, cut
pay and reduce benefits for
the others.

The workers were so angry
they surrounded the capitalist
and beat him to death.

The sale was cancelled.

The reaction of society was
strongly in support of the
workers.
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THE SECOND STORY TOOK PLACE IN MAY 2010 IN AN AUTO
TRANSMISSION PARTS PLANT OWNED BY HONDA IN
GUANGDONG PROVINCE, IN SOUTH CHINA.

Background:

Private investment has
grown steadily in China
over the last 30 years.
Nearly all employers -
whether Asian, European,
or Chinese - severely
exploit both labor and the
environment to produce
remarkable rates of
growth and profit.

—DHDEHIE. 20105F5A.
FERESOLEEICHS. BE
BEOMVASY a3 ZEHET
BRI TIHTHOI-CETT,

de =
AR -

C_ 30T, FETIIEREEMN
BRIZEMLTEELI. 7OT7A
THIA—OYNATEHEHEATH. T
RTOTEEIZ, REGHE LKL
MBED-OIZFEEERLIREL
HWELTEFEL-



In the last 20 years more than
200 million peasants have come
off the land to become migrant
workers in the sweatshop
factories of the eastern cities.
Wages have remained extremely
low, conditions bad, and the
future bleak.
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* At the Honda plant, there are
about 1700 workers. In the spring
of 2010, nearly 70% were student
interns with an average age of
20. They had gone to
management with demands to
raise their very low wages, but
were denied several times.

* Finally a strike started. After 3
days, because of “just in time”
production methods, the loss of
transmissions meant that no cars
could be assembled and all
Honda production in China
stopped. The strike lasted two
weeks, and the company lost
tremendous revenue. The media
coverage was very wide, and an
enormous strike wave swept
through the country.
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* The workers’ wages were nearly

doubled in two rounds of bargaining, - 2EMOAGXZSERTC.BELIT

and they won the right to elect their ZEL EMRYELT =, -, T8
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STRIKES IN CHINA ARE NOT WELL KNOWN OR UNDERSTOOD -
EITHER IN CHINA OR OUTSIDE - BUT THEY ARE WORTH OUR

SERIOUS ATTENTION:

* There may be as many as
50 or 60,000 strikes
every year in China. (In
the U.S. last year there
were less than 10.)

* Chinese workers strike in
defiance of their
employer, of the trade
union, of the police, of
the state.
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* Many workers have several
bosses - dispatch and sub-
contracted workers have
at least two, student
interns are also controlled
by their schools — and they
are economically often
very desperate.
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There is no clear legal right
or protection for strikes.

Yet, the state has been ZMEBR T 2 E DB
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* All strikes are “wildcat” -

independently organized
by workers without any
involvement of the union.

The trade union (there is
only one: The All-China
Federation of Trade Unions
or ACFTU) is under the
control of the Chinese
party-state, which does not
allow it to represent or
defend workers against
exploitation.

There are almost no civil
society organizations to
support workers.
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Yet despite these
overwhelming obstacles,
most strikes result in some
form of collective
negotiation, and are
successful in winning
improvements for
workers:

— Improved wages
— reduced overtime

— dismissal of brutal
supervisors

— better living
conditions.
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THIS TREMENDOUS MILITANCY AND POWER TO FORCE CONCESSIONS
FROM THE STATE AND THE CAPITAL CLASS, IS NOT HAPPENING
ANYWHERE ELSE IN THE WORLD. HOWEVER... THERE ARE MANY
CHALLENGES:
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repressed if they try to
organize an independent
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Workers change jobs

frequently, and have 5 EE (LERICEBL . T
very little hope for the EIZHLTORENFEA
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Nevertheless, we are
witnessing a labor
movement unlike
anything we have seen
before: A movement
that is non-
institutional, is
leaderless, is non-
ideological, is
disconnected from any
political movement,
and neither depends
on organizations nor
creates organizations.
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MEANWHILE, WITHOUT REALLY UNDERSTANDING THIS VAST
PHENOMENA OF LABOR RESISTANCE, LABOR ACTIVISTS
OUTSIDE OF CHINA HAVE MADE CHINESE WORKERS A
CENTRAL “IDEA” IN RECENT YEARS
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China has “stolen our jobs” +.
* Left-wing discourse: China
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ALL WINGS HAVE TRIED STRATEGIES THAT REFLECT THEIR ANALYSIS:

* Conservative unions in TNTNEEIIZTOATERBEL
developed countries have I-BiBgZ R L TEFL 1=, :
resorted to nationalism,
protectionism, racism - SEEORSFHGHEBESE.
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(generally labor NGOs rather
than unions) have used anti-
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But these strategies have not
succeeded.

Instead, perhaps we should start by
seeing Chinese workers themselves
as the source of power for change.

The formal institutions of labor -
labor laws, employer recognition of
formal unions, collective bargaining
and dispute resolution overseen by
government agencies - these have
grown dangerously weak in
virtually all developed countries.

Perhaps we can gain inspiration
from the courageous direct
challenge to capitalist domination
made by the Chinese working class.
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