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This dissertation examines the impact of labor unrest under authoritarianism. It uses evidence
from China to explore the possibility that autocracies, especially state socialist and post-socialist
ones, are uniquely vulnerable to worker resistance and therefore react to it in a dual manner, at
once repressive and responsive. Drawing on an original dataset of strikes, protests, and riots by
Chinese workers, I find that increases in unrest are correlated with both increases in public
security spending (repression) and pro-labor rulings in formally adjudicated employment
disputes (responsiveness). Using a “most similar” case comparison informed by field theory, I
then show how in Jiangsu’s portion of the Yangtze River Delta, moderate industrial contention is
paired with governance that can be characterized as preemption, caution, and nudging, while in
Guangdong’s portion of the Pearl River Delta, high contention is paired with reaction,
experimentation, and crackdowns. Thus, consistent with the dissertation’s quantitative analysis,
repression and responsiveness are stronger where resistance is more widespread, but governance
is also qualitatively different. I argue that, at the level of local governments and local officials,
there is a logic to this divergence between the cases: militant workers make a liability of the
state’s commitment to stability, thereby threatening the careers of officials, who must, as a
consequence, demonstrate grit and creativity. Two issues remain: the role of regional political
elites and diffusion between regions. I find that the ideologies of particular local politicians do
not alter the protest-policy relationship. However, even as protest tactics diffuse outward from
the country’s hotspots of contention, official counter-measures against protests also spread.

Worker resistance thus profoundly influences authoritarian rule, but not in a linear manner.
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1. Introduction

When workers mobilize to improve their lives, the political ramifications can be profound.
Labor movements are credited with hastening the adoption of universal suffrage (Rueschemeyer,
Stephens, and Stephens 1992; Thompson 1966), shaping the priorities of Europe’s welfare states
(Esping-Andersen 1990), contributing to the collapse of state socialism in the former Soviet
Union (Crowley 1997), and spurring different elite attempts at co-optation—traditional, populist,
radical—in Latin American politics at “critical junctures” (R. B. Collier and Collier 1991).
Today, workers are on the defensive in most democratic countries. Even as wage growth has
stagnated and inequality has risen, strike rates have fallen to historic lows in Europe and North
America (International Labour Organization 2015; The Economist 2014). Despite repeated
attempts at union renewal, the percentage of employees in the United States carrying union cards
has decreased from a high of 28.3 percent in 1954 to 11.1 percent in 2015 (Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2016b; Mayer 2004). South Korea’s famously militant unions have seen their
membership reduced from 18.6 percent of the workforce in 1989 to 10.1 percent in 2012 (OECD
n.d.). In contrast, although reliable statistics on strikes and unionization are less easily available
from non-democracies, anecdotal evidence suggests that workplace activism has held steady or
risen in many countries where citizens lack free and fair elections—and where workers are either
outright denied organizations of their own or their organizations are under violent attack. Waves
of strikes have rocked Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Colombia, Egypt, Iran, Russia, Tunisia,
Vietnam, and Zimbabwe over the past decade (International Trade Union Confederation 2015).
With the exception of Egypt and Tunisia, though, labor has not helped bring about regime
change in any of these places. This dissertation uses the case of China to examine what kind of

change workers can nonetheless bring about in such settings.



The Case of China

China offers a particularly useful vantage point on these dynamics. The country is frequently
highlighted as a prime example of “authoritarian resilience” (e.g., Nathan 2003). Its ruling
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has held power since 1949, through periods of socialist
construction, famine (the Great Leap Forward), mass mobilization and internal disorder verging
on state breakdown (the Cultural Revolution), and marketization (Reform and Opening). China
is also home to the world’s largest working class. In 2014, according to official statistics, the
country had a total of 772.5 million employed persons, with 231 million working in
manufacturing and 313.6 million in the tertiary sector (All China Data Center 2015). The same
year, an astounding 274 million citizens were “migrant workers,” also called “peasant workers”
(nongmin gong) or “new urbanites” (xin shimin), i.e., people who travel from China’s rural areas
to work in its cities, where they are excluded from many basic social benefits because of the
country’s restrictive household registration (hukou) system.! As of the end of 2012,
approximately 64.6 million individuals were employed by state-owned enterprises (SOEs) and
vulnerable to layoffs due to restructuring (in the late 1990s and early 2000s, an estimated 25-40
million SOE workers were temporarily or permanently laid off, see K. Lin 2016). Most
importantly for our analysis, China’s workers are extremely active, striking, protesting, and
rioting on a scale that likely outstrips anywhere else on the globe in absolute terms. The country
thus combines a high-capacity nondemocratic state with deep social contradictions and a very
mobilized working class. Although it by no means represents the experience of workers in all
other authoritarian settings, it illustrates with particular clarity dynamics of industrial conflict in

the absence of democracy.

! According to official statistics, see China Labour Bulletin 2015. The actual number may be even higher.



Rising Labor Unrest in China

China has been called an “emerging epicenter of world labor unrest” (Silver and Zhang 2009).
Annual formally mediated, arbitrated, and litigated labor disputes have risen from 48,121 in 1996
to 665,760 in 2013 (China Labor Statistical Yearbook 2014). For a period, Beijing provided
semi-regular updates on the country’s number of “mass incidents,” a euphemism for strikes,
protests, and riots. Such incidents increased from 9,000 in 1994 to 87,000 in 2005, the last year
these figures were publicly reported (a leak put the number at 127,000 in 2008) (Tanner 2004;
Wedeman 2009). Scholars have estimated that roughly a quarter to a third of these are
workplace disputes (C.-J. J. Chen 2009; Yu Jianrong cited in China Labour Bulletin 2012; Qin
He 2014, 2; Wedeman 2009). In 2014, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences stated that over
the past 14 years, employment-related conflicts accounted for the largest single category of
protest involving more than 1,000 individuals (environmental disputes dominated incidents with
more than 10,000 people, see The Beijing News 2014). Particularly high-profile showdowns in
recent years have included a taxi strike in Chongqing in 2008 that spread to over a dozen cities
across the country; violent protests that blocked the privatization of a steel mill in Jilin province
in 2009 and inspired an equally successful anti-privatization effort at a mill in Henan; and a work
stoppage at a Honda auto parts plant in Guangdong in 2010 that shut down the company’s entire
Chinese supply chain and sparked similar actions at other Honda, Hyundai, and Toyota plants.
Tactics employed by demonstrators have ranged from playful street theater to seizing or
sabotaging equipment to, in a handful of instances, online coordination across multiple
worksites.? We cannot yet speak of a full-fledged labor movement in the sense of “a sustained

campaign of claim making, using repeated performances that advertise the claim, based on

? An example of such online coordination was a work stoppage organized by thousands of Pepsi bottling plant
employees spread across five cities in November 2011 (China Labour Bulletin 2011).



organizations, networks, traditions, and solidarities that sustain these activities” (Tilly and
Tarrow 2007, 111). However, we can speak of a powerful “proto-movement”: the scattered
actions of today will not necessarily evolve into something more in the future but the seeds of a
movement are in place—stop-and-start claim-making, weak networks, occasional flashes of

solidarity—whatever their future form.

Labor activism is not new to China. Weavers, miners, and railway employees mobilized in the
early twentieth century with the help of native place associations, guilds, organized crime
networks, and Communist Party cadres (Perry 1993, 2012). After the 1949 revolution, workers
forced the CCP to speed up its nationalization of private businesses (Frazier 2002), launched a
series of strikes during the Hundred Flowers Movement (Perry 1994; Pringle 2011, 62-65;
Sheehan 1998, chap. 2), and occupied factories and raised what were disapprovingly dubbed
“economistic demands” during the Cultural Revolution (Perry and Li 1997; Sheehan 1998, chap.
4). The right to strike was removed from China’s Constitution in 1982.3 In 1989, the Beijing
Workers’ Autonomous Federation played a significant role in the Tiananmen Square
demonstrations, although the organization was frequently marginalized by students (Perry 2002,
chap. 10; Sheehan 1998, chap. 7; Walder and Gong 1993; Liang Zhang, Nathan, and Link 2001,
236-37). Then, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, laid-off SOE employees protested in the
thousands in factory towns and oil fields, playing the Internationale on stereos, carrying portraits
of Mao, reading aloud poems in the memory of the famous model worker Iron Man Wang Jinxi,
and denouncing corruption (see, for example, Au and Bai 2010; Cai 2002; Feng Chen 2000;

Hurst 2009; Hurst and O’Brien 2002; Lee 2007; Weston 2004). Scattered industrial actions by

3 This does not mean that strikes are necessarily illegal (Taylor, Chang, and Li 2003, 33). Some argue that a
provision (Article 27) of the 2001 Trade Union Law legitimizes strikes (Feng 2011). However, China also has rules
prohibiting things like “gathering a crowd to disturb public order” (see Articles 290-292 of the 1997 Criminal Law).



migrant workers occurred then, too, in the booming export zones of the south (A. Chan 2001,
chap. 8). In 2004, for instance, workers at two Taiwanese-owned shoe plants in Dongguan,
Guangdong, protested and smashed machinery over low wages, long working hours, and poor
quality food, resulting in a high-profile trial of the alleged leaders of the incidents (China Labour

Bulletin 2007). In sum, industrial strife has been a near-constant feature of modern Chinese life.

Nonetheless, the current wave of workplace protest is unprecedented in its scale. As Qin He
(2014, 3) writes, “If in the future an unstable situation occurs in China, the main factors leading
to this situation are likely to be the accumulation of labor relations problems and the
intensification of contradictions in... labor relations.” The government is clearly taking this
threat seriously. For example, in a much-discussed article, a scholar at a government-backed
think tank, the China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations, recently described
China’s external security environment as benign but warned the public about the grave internal
challenge posed by angry “disadvantaged groups” (ruoshi qunti) (Yuan 2012; for analysis, see
Barmé 2012). Meanwhile, in a research report, the Politics and Law Committee of Guangdong
Province accused grassroots labor lawyers of, among other things, exacerbating “contradictions
and disputes,” “disturbing public order management,” and endangering “state security” (China
Labor News Translations 2010). The state-controlled All China Federation of Trade Union’s
Vice Secretary Li Yufu warned in a February 2015 interview, “The situation facing the sphere of
labor relations is tangled and complex; contradictions in labor relations have already entered a
period in which they are prominent and common.... Foreign enemy forces are infiltrating and
exacerbating [the situation], vainly trying to use labor relations as a breach....” (Outlook Weekly
2015). In April of the same year, the CCP Central Committee and State Council took the

unusual step of jointly releasing a set of opinions on “building harmonious labor relations,”



which were published on the front page of the official People’s Daily and described the stakes of
maintaining industrial peace as including not only “healthy economic development” but also the
preservation of the Party’s “governing status” (People’s Daily 2015). The Communist Party
clearly no longer perceives workplace contention to be simply one among the many social
challenges it faces but rather a potential existential threat. In this dissertation, I examine how,

exactly, Beijing is reacting to labor activism.

China’s Dual Transformation from Below

The dissertation uses evidence from China to explore the possibility that authoritarian
governments, especially state socialist or post-socialist authoritarian governments, are uniquely
vulnerable to worker unrest, and—particularly when unrest falls short of constituting a full-
fledged movement—simultaneously adopt repressive and responsive approaches to containing its
short- and long-term effects. I show that China’s rising unrest is, on average, pushing the state in
two directions at once: toward an increased investment in public security, on the one hand, and
toward a more pro-worker stance in employment disputes, on the other. To determine whether
this dynamic holds at a local level and what additional, local relationships might undergird the
relationships observed in the country as a whole, I compare two “most similar” cases, Jiangsu’s
portion of the Yangtze River Delta and Guangdong’s portion of the Pearl River Delta. In
Jiangsu, moderate workplace contention is paired with governance that can be characterized as
preemption, caution, and nudging; in Guangdong, high contention, with reaction,
experimentation, and crackdowns. 1 posit that various structural factors, such as Jiangsu’s
booming high-tech sector and Guangdong’s concentration of light manufacturers, may spur or
dampen unrest, but it is ultimately the pressure that workers place on officials that is key.

Whereas officials in quiescent areas like Jiangsu have an incentive to “maintain the peace” in



order to be promoted, officials in turbulent areas like Guangdong must show grit and creativity if
they are to be upwardly mobile leaders. The same pattern of resistance, repression, and
responsiveness is seen at a local level, in other words, but more is at work than simply pressure
and reaction. I note that two factors threaten to complicate this analysis. The presence or
absence of particular regional leaders could conceivably spur or dampen unrest and shape policy
responses, leading to an overestimation of the protest-policy relationship, while the diffusion of
protests and counter-measures against protests outward from hotspots of unrest could make
different regions seem more similar than they truly are, leading to an underestimation of the
same relationship. Based on the case of Chongqing, an up and coming industrial hub that has
attracted distinctive leaders in recent years, I find that the presence of a left-populist or liberal-
reformist politician does not fundamentally alter the pattern already observed. However,
drawing on evidence from around China, I show that workers indeed diffuse strike tactics from
centers of contention to other parts of the country and that officials in low-unrest areas are
learning from the experiences of their counterparts in restive areas and taking preemptive
measures. The political impact of labor unrest is thus even larger than it first appears. The
Chinese state is being transformed from below, but not with a bang. Instead, change has come
via moves, countermoves, internal variation, learning, and integration. These findings have
important implications for our understanding of the relationship between workers and

authoritarian regimes more generally.

Implications for Workers and Authoritarian Regimes

My dissertation holds several lessons regarding the impact of labor activism in non-democratic
settings. First, analysis may benefit less from binaries like “reform” versus “repression” and

more from attention to the complementarities and contradictions between the actions of what



Bourdieu (2008) calls the welfare-enhancing “left hand” and the punitive “right hand” of the
state—and their interaction with public expectations and frustrations. In the course of
responding to unrest, authorities strengthen their ability to coerce—and may even regress with
regard to various indicators of political openness—while at the same time, intentionally or not,
saddling themselves with new social commitments. Second, average trends can be understood as
the products of complex dynamics involving an extensive array of actors operating in regional
clusters of activity, i.e., in local or regional authoritarian regimes nested within bigger, national
authoritarian regimes. Third, the strengths of governments and parties, such as their ability to
guarantee “stability,” are also vulnerabilities that can be exploited by challengers. Fourth, elite
politics matter, but they are secondary to grassroots pressure, particularly at a local level: labor
protests provide openings for innovation in workplace governance by creative leaders who, in the
absence of unrest, would focus on other areas of governance. Fifth and finally, knowledge
diffuses on all sides of contentious politics. As a result, protesters hone their skills, and the state
simultaneously reconstitutes itself, but (to paraphrase Marx) not under self-selected

circumstances.* Change is therefore constant but rarely linear.

In the remainder of this chapter, I address the central debates in the literature that situate this
thesis. I then conclude the chapter with an explanation of my methodology and an outline of the

organization of the dissertation.

4 . . . . . « . .

As Marx (1978, 437) wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte: “Men make their own history, but
they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances
existing already, given and transmitted from the past.”



Existing Analyses

In exploring the impact of China’s labor unrest on government policy, my dissertation is
informed by diverse literatures: in comparative politics, the work on social movements and their
outcomes, state-society relations under authoritarianism, and regime change, and in the particular
field of Chinese studies, analyses of contentious politics in China and the political economy of
labor-state relations in China. These bodies of research overlap substantially, generating
important insights regarding the dynamics of protest emergence, the trade-offs experienced by
autocrats choosing between various policy options, the distinctions between different forms of
regime crisis, and the changes now occurring in China’s workplace organization. Nonetheless,
each literature contains significant gaps. Much of the scholarship on social movements targets
democratic regimes and privileges questions about movement origins, while slighting issues of
policy impact. Research on state-society relations under authoritarianism, particularly in the
rational choice tradition, has tended to rely on simplistic binaries—for example, regime policy as
either violence or cooptation and regimes as either failing or enduring. What is missing is
recognition that states have many choices; they can combine policies that on the face of it seem
to be opposed; and they can gradually evolve. Scholars of Chinese contentious politics have
generally not connected local protests to system-level alterations in Communist Party rule.
Finally, echoing the social movement literature more broadly, studies of labor issues in China,
whether they come to optimistic or pessimistic conclusions regarding labor’s fate, have tended to

concentrate on the determinants of worker activism, leaving its effects underexplored.



Social Movement Outcomes

Social movements have traditionally been treated as products of a range of factors. Early
analyses adopted starkly structural or psychological perspectives, explaining protest as a direct
outgrowth of economic systems or “more spontaneous forms of expression” (Tarrow 2011, chap.
1). Today, the dominant approach to understanding movements focuses on three pillars of
organizing: political opportunities, mobilizing structures, and different framings of issues that
allow for or foreclose alliances with other groups (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996;
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Tarrow 2011). An alternative approach places strategy,
agency, and, especially, culture front and center (Goodwin and Jasper 2004). Rigorous studies of
the effects of protest are still few and far between—a gap that has been described as
“astonishing,” given that “the ultimate end of movements is to bring about change” (Giugni
1998, 373). In response, Slater (2010) has called for movements to also be approached as an

“independent variable” in their own right.

There are substantial analytical barriers to privileging the outcomes over the causes of activism.
These include disentangling the impact of a given movement from “political changes of a more
conventional type” and the fact that “most serious challenges to the polity emerge as parts of
cycles of contention, in which elites are responding less to any single challenger than to
generalized threats to their power” (Tarrow 2012, 147-48). Whether protest increases repression
and how to control for the effect of preemptive repression (and protesters’ anticipation of
repression and of preemptive repression!) are similarly thorny issues (Ritter and Conrad 2016).
Moreover, defining “success” and “failure” for movements is surprisingly difficult. By
combining two measures, “new advantages” and “acceptance,” Gamson (2009, 414—15) comes

up with four possible outcomes: full response, preemption, co-optation, and collapse—but even

10



these, he admits, are incomplete. In a similar vein, Amenta et al. (2002) add that scholars must
distinguish between success in the sense of movements winning advantages for their own
participants and the people they represent versus yielding “collective goods” that benefit society
at large. Finally, Gamson (2009, 415-416) notes that it is rarely easy to establish an end point for

a given campaign (i.e., when its results are appropriately judged).

Despite these challenges, some research has been conducted on social movement results in the
context of liberal democracies (e.g., Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly 1999; Meyer 2009; for a review
of the literature, see Amenta et al. 2010). Of particular note, Giugni (2007) employs time series
analyses of the American environmental, anti-nuclear, and peace movements to test “direct-
effect,” “indirect-effect,” and “joint-effect” models for explaining movement impact, finding
support for only the last of these models, i.e., the interactive influence of activism, public
opinion, and political allies. Giugni and Yamasaki (2009) use qualitative comparative analysis
to reach more or less the same verdict. Amenta (2006) examines the influence of adherents of
the Townsend Plan on the development of Social Security in the United States; through the case
of the Works Progress Administration, Amenta and Halfmann (2000) similarly examine how
institutions mediate popular pressures for expanded welfare programs. With regard to
repression, a topic central to this dissertation, Della Porta and Reiter (1998) argue that political
coalitions and public opinion combine with police institutions and police culture to shape “police
knowledge” and, thereby, protest policing. In general, the conclusion reached by scholars is that

movement outcomes are contingent on various non-movement variables.

This small body of results-oriented research has rarely been extended to authoritarian regimes
(for a discussion of this gap with special attention to the case of China, see Tarrow 2008).

Exceptions can be found in Cold War era literature on state socialist governments. These include
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Johnson’s (1970a) edited volume on change in communist systems and Bunce’s (1980)
scholarship on the influence of pent-up popular demands during executive handovers in the
Soviet Union. Similarly, writing immediately after the Cold War’s end, Ekiert (1996) usefully
distinguishes between “crises within socialism” and “crises of socialism,” examining ways in
which demobilization strategies deployed by states in the aftermath of popular challenges can
double back to reshape states. But little is written in this vein today. In fact, Amenta et al.
(2010, 295) find that out of 54 articles on movement outcomes in the top four sociology journals
and Mobilization over the previous decade, “31 involved U.S. labor, African American civil
rights, feminism, nativism, and environmentalism, five of the six most-covered movement
families in the twentieth century.” The vibrant struggles now occurring in places like China,
where movements tend to be diffuse—if they qualify as full “movements” at all—and where

there are few formal channels for input into government decision-making, remain underexplored.

State-Society Relations under Authoritarianism

Authoritarian governments are typically assumed to face stark choices. This tendency is
especially—but not exclusively—strong in rational choice oriented scholarship, which also tends
to approach regimes as unitary actors. For example, Acemoglu and Robinson (2005) argue that
dictators must decide between democratization, repression, and policy change. For Wintrobe
(1998, 2001), the options amount to buying off groups of citizens or repressing them; for Gandhi
and Przeworski (2006), policy concessions or rent-sharing (though they posit that both are
necessary when the threat of rebellion is high enough). Ritter and Conrad (2016) limit the
choices to, again, repressions or concessions, but distinguish between “preventive” and
“responsive” repression. In the Chinese context, Lorentzen (2013) argues that authorities have

three alternatives, namely making pre-emptive transfers to angry citizens, sitting back and
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waiting, and indicating that they will “respond favorably to sufficiently costly loyalist protest”
(Lorentzen makes a nuanced argument for Beijing choosing the third of these). Outside of the
rationalist tradition, Tilly (1978), describing states in general, not just non-democracies, also
identifies three responses: facilitation, toleration, and repression. He leaves open the possibility
that these might occur simultaneously but does not develop the idea. There are some exceptions
to this reductionist tendency in scholarship. Heydemann and Leenders (2013), for example,
describe Syria and Iran as practicing “recombinant authoritarianism” by simultaneously
reordering and reconfiguring a variety of institutions in seemingly clashing ways to meet popular
challenges. The focus, though, is narrowly on economic institutions, and overall, such research
is surprisingly rare.> Although simplifying assumptions serve to focus analysis in a useful
manner, they come at a considerable cost to our ability to capture both the day-to-day experience
of authoritarian governance and its evolution over time. Non-democratic states have multiple

arms and can pursue multiple policies at once, setting up complex long-term political dynamics.

Regime Change

Research on regime change (or the lack thereof)—the most analyzed topic in the study of
authoritarianism—has veered between extremes. For a period, spurred on by excitement around
the “Third Wave” of political liberalization, a “transitology” paradigm dominated (see Art 2012).
This treated dictatorships as only a way station on the road to democracy, with research therefore
focused on the terms of their destruction, such as “pacted” handovers of power versus

revolutions (e.g., O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986). The most controversial work along these lines

> Several other scholars usefully emphasize the trade-offs between different policies, implying a continuum of sorts
from repression to concession. For example, according to de Mesquita and Downs (2005), “To remain secure,
autocrats must raise the costs of political coordination among the opposition without also raising the costs of
economic coordination too dramatically—since this could stymie economic growth and threaten the stability of the
regime itself.” In Olson’s (1993) analysis, the trick is for a leader to extract just the right amount of rent from his or
her citizens, but not so much as to, again, hurt development.
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was, of course, Fukuyama’s (1992) The End of History and the Last Man, which posited
capitalist democracy as the natural endpoint for all states. There were at least two problems,
however, with this paradigm. One was that many new democracies, such as Russia and
Hungary, began to move in a more authoritarian direction. The other was the staying power of
non-democratic governments, including among many successor states of the former Soviet
Union. The latter issue has given rise to a new and equally narrow alternative to “transitology,”
namely “authoritarian resilience,” which assumes that many, if not most, autocrats operate in
optimal ways to reproduce themselves (“resilience” being a step above mere “persistence,” see
Heydemann and Leenders 2013, 5). This focus has led in turn to a proliferation of fine-grained
typologies of authoritarianism (D. Collier and Levitsky 1997; Diamond 2002; Geddes 2003) and
studies of regimes' mechanisms for maintaining control (e.g., Gandhi and Przeworski 2007;
Magaloni 2006). Where dictators were once thought to be hopelessly outmoded, they are now

thought to be experts of manipulation, largely in control of their destinies.

Mirroring these general trends, popular and academic writing on China has tended to either
foretell certain doom for the Communist Party or portray the Party as nearly infallible in its
political calculations. The work of G. G. Chang (2002) and Pei (2006) are emblematic of the
former tendency: economic data and anecdotes of corruption are mined for signs of collapse and
stagnation. However, the pendulum has, on the whole, swung in the other direction. In an early,
influential article, Nathan (2003) identified several reasons for why CCP control is “increasingly
stable”: norm-bound succession politics, meritocracy, institutional differentiation, and more
input mechanisms (he has since modified this stance, see Nathan 2013). Today, with a few
exceptions like Fewsmith (2013), most research takes this tack. Wright (2010), for example,

portrays the Chinese state as expertly buying off different social groups with selective benefits
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and privileges. Wallace (2014) finds an answer to the longevity of Party rule in the
government’s household registration system and fiscal transfers to rural areas. Lee and Y.
Zhang’s (2013) ethnography shows “protest bargaining, legal-bureaucratic absorption, and
patron-clientelism” at work pre-empting unrest. Lorentzen (2013) argues that protests actually
serve a crucial information-gathering purpose for authorities; Dimitrov (2015) posits that
petitions made via China’s Letters and Visits offices do the same (although he notes a worrying
trend of falling petitions). Stern and Hassid (2012) and O’Brien and Stern (2012) find a potent
control mechanism in the state’s strategic ambiguity on what is permissible and what is not.
Stockmann and Gallagher (2011) point to effective propaganda by state media; MacKinnon
(2012), King, Pan and Roberts (2013), and others, to targeted Internet censorship. These
analyses are revealing, but they paint an overly static picture that misses the gradual changes
occurring under the shell of regime continuity. Such changes, I later argue, have mixed effects

insofar as the future of the regime is concerned.

Contentious Politics in China

Despite the limitations noted above, research on Chinese contentious politics has made important
advances. Scholars have examined the ways in which protesters in rural China deploy the state's
own language to divide elites (K. J. O’Brien and Li 2006) and how petitioners engage in
“troublemaking” tactics that pressure officials but stay within acceptable bounds (Xi Chen 2012),
extending patterns of dissent established under Mao and earlier, in imperial times (Perry 2002,
2008). Similarly, researchers have shown how journalists, lawyers, religious groups and others
“play edge ball” and take advantage of “safe enough” spaces (K. J. O’Brien and Stern 2008;
Stern and O’Brien 2012). The promise (and limits) of the Chinese Internet as a forum for anti-

government voices has come in for particular scrutiny (e.g., Hassid and Repnikova 2015; King,
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Pan, and Roberts 2013; MacKinnon 2012; G. Yang 2009), as have nationalist protests
encouraged by the regime (e.g., Gries 2004; Z. Wang 2012; Weiss 2014). Case studies have
shown how activists—homeowners, workers, farmers—can alter the government's cost-benefit
calculations in disputes by drawing on wide social networks (Cai 2010) and by framing issues in
ways that appeal to elite allies, including “policy entrepreneurs” from within the Party's ranks
(Mertha 2008, 2009). However, although scholars have used these studies to explore the
changing room for interest advocacy in China (Ibid.), aside from a few works, such as Bernstein
and Lii’s (2003) study of unrest in the countryside and tax reform, the focus has largely been on
local campaign “successes” and “failures,” with the larger system held constant.
Methodologically, this means that national averages and evidence of regional diversity are rarely

examined together.

Labor in China

Prognoses concerning the fate of the Chinese working class have changed over the past two
decades. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the situation of workers was painted as dismal. After
enjoying job security and respect under the planned economy, labor had, in Solinger's (2004)
words, gone from “master to mendicant” in a generation. Workers were described as being
divided by the patterns of competition generated by the country's extraordinary reliance on
foreign direct investment (Gallagher 2002, 2005; but see Robertson and Teitelbaum 2011), by
their acceptance or rejection of the legitimacy of the state and new market economy (Blecher
2002), by the different forms of social reproduction defining the lives of—and different values
held by—new migrants from the countryside versus people still employed in the old “work unit”
(danwei) system (Lee 2007), and, among migrants, by gendered “native place” chains of mutual

aid, patronage, and control (Lee 1998; Sargeson 1999). More importantly, labor was seen to be
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fighting essentially defensive battles: for the maintenance of a tattered “socialist social contract”
and the bare necessities of subsistence in crumbling SOEs (Feng Chen 2000; Hurst and O’Brien
2002; Lee 2007; Yu 2010, chap. 2) and for the state’s enforcement of the minimal workplace
protections provided by law in China's export-oriented, private sweatshops (A. Chan 2001; E.

Friedman and Lee 2010; Lee 2007; Yu 2010, chap. 2).

As strikes have risen in recent years, though, a more upbeat narrative has emerged. Migrants are
now increasingly seen as possessing, or, at least in the process of developing a fresh, original
class consciousness (C.K.-C. Chan and Pun 2009; Wang 2012), and migrants and SOE
employees alike are viewed as making offensive demands: for higher wages, irrespective of legal
minimums, for attention to the "details" of working conditions, and for simple respect (Elfstrom
and Kuruvilla 2014; see also Clarke and Pringle 2009).° Workers are judged to be increasingly
willing to act collectively (K. Chang and Brown 2013) and to engage in what Hobsbawm (1952)
called “bargaining by riot” (C. K.-C. Chan and Hui 2013). These changes are attributed to a
variety of factors. Some observers point to new laws and the leverage provided workers by a
strengthened economy (Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014). Others highlight generational changes,
including in workers’ education (Gallagher 2010). Yet others attribute militancy to new systems
of human resource management that anger workers enough to send them into the streets even as
the systems also divide them (Lu Zhang 2015). Researchers have drawn attention to signs of
tactical innovation, such as “disguised collective action,” whereby activists coach aggrieved
employees to turn collective disputes into individual claims (Fu 2016). Scholarship has focused
on the emergence of a core set of strike leaders who move from plant to plant, advising protesters

(Leung 2015), as well as on the information shared via the “weak ties” workers have been able to

6 . .
For a contrasting perspective, see Lee 2016.
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make with knowledgeable people outside their immediate social circles (Becker 2014), even as a
general lack of social capital has been found to hold down the incomes of migrant workers,

especially (Y. Lu, Ruan, and Lai 2013).

Regardless of whether research on labor in China has come to pessimistic or optimistic
conclusions, like the literature on social movements more generally, it has mostly approached
worker unrest as a “dependent variable” to be explained. There are some exceptions. For
example, Pringle (2011, 7) argues that “class struggles between workers and employers are the
principle catalyst for trade union reform in China,” a claim echoed by Friedman (2014b),
although Friedman finds the resulting reforms woefully insufficient. Lu Zhang (2015, chap. 7)
posits that China’s 2008 Labor Contract Law would not have been passed if it were not for the
country’s high levels of unrest, while Chung (2014) links the successful implementation portions
of the law (at least partially) to pressure from workers and labor lawyers. Finally, Solinger’s
(2009) cross-national comparative study makes a strong case for a link between protest and
welfare provision in China in the 1990s. But each of these works focuses on a very specific
aspect of labor policy, and most scholarship has tended to focus on the ways in which labor has
been channeled, obstructed, and spurred on by structural factors and state policy. Missing are the
important questions of whether, and, if so how, the actions of workers are reshaping their own

social and political opportunities and constraints on a large scale.

Mixed Methods

This dissertation strives to fill the gaps noted above by adopting an approach to understanding
labor under authoritarianism that is oriented toward the outcomes, not just determinants, of

activism; focuses on change in the here and now, not questions of potential regime collapse
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versus resilience; is attentive to the myriad ways in which states can react to challenges at once;
combines micro and macro analysis of contention; and assumes workers have real agency.
Doing so requires a multi-method approach. I first use cross-sectional time series regressions to
test my argument that labor resistance under authoritarian regimes yields both repression and
responsiveness: cross-sectional because this breaks the single case of China into “multiple
observations” to reveal average relationships; time series because this additionally provides me
with a window into variation across the years, rather than only a single snapshot of such a rapidly
evolving country. To examine whether my statistical findings hold up on more fine-grained
inspection (i.e., whether they have measurement validity) and to provide a more nuanced
explanation for them, I conduct “most similar” regional case studies. The cases are nested in the
statistical trends observed and informed by “field theory.” Field theory takes its inspiration
from the study of electromagnetism: a given field charges the objects within it in different ways
depending on their location, thereby affecting their relations with each other; without the objects,
though, the field itself would only be “a potential” (Martin 2003). Thus, the objects do not
encounter and “affect” each other completely independently. Moreover, the properties of the
field and its objects are mutually constitutive. Using interviews with a range of stakeholders and
close analysis of local government yearbooks, I observe how workers, businesses, and state
authorities interact in their different manifestations in different parts of the country, generating
self-reinforcing patterns that push their “fields” toward stability or crisis, and I attempt to reveal
the local - and individual-level dynamics that underpin broad, national developments. The
dissertation thus bridges distinct analytical traditions in the service of providing a more complete

picture of the power of workers in China and in non-democracies more generally.
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Organization of the Dissertation

My analysis proceeds in stages. I begin Chapter 2 by laying out a theory for why authoritarian,
especially state socialist and post-socialist regimes, might react in a dual manner—repressive and
responsive—to worker activism. Specifically, I argue that owing to their vulnerability to
cascades of public dissent, their lack of effective institutions for channeling conflict, and, in the
case of state socialist and post-socialist governments, their unity of economic and political power
and hollow trade unions combined with pro-worker founding ideologies, non-democracies are
under considerable pressure to contain labor unrest and therefore try out all of the demobilization
techniques at their disposal. Autocrats calculate that if one approach fails, another can act as a
sort of insurance policy. If workplace resistance does not yet constitute a fully formed
movement with a clear set of demands, this only reinforces the state’s tendency toward an “all of
the above” reaction. The chapter then explores whether this argument applies to the case of
China by using cross-sectional time series analysis of a decade’s worth of provincial-level data
drawn both from a unique crowd-sourced and geo-referenced dataset of strikes, protests, and
riots I have collected and from official sources. I show that, controlling for a wide range of
potential confounding factors, there is a positive correlation between increases in labor unrest, on
the one hand, and pro-worker outcomes in formally adjudicated employment disputes and
spending on public security, on the other. One anomaly emerges, however, in the statistical
analysis: the positive relationship between protests and police budgets reverses in 2012 and
2013. I suggest different potential explanations for this anomaly, including that it may be the
result of the concurrent handover of power in Beijing and the ousting of the country’s powerful

public security czar, Zhou Yongkang.
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In Chapter 3, I argue that in-depth case studies are necessary to check the validity of the
statistical measures I used in Chapter 2, to try to capture the full interplay of social forces in
China’s workplaces, and to trace the mechanisms linking protest and policy. Based on the
principles of “most similar” cases and “nested analysis,” I posit that Jiangsu’s portion of the
Yangtze River Delta and Guangdong’s portion of the Pearl River Delta are especially well suited
to this task. Both regions are prosperous, well integrated in the global economy, and destinations
for migrant workers. However, they vary with regard to their levels of strikes, protests, and riots
and their scores on the two policy indicators from my statistical analysis (dispute outcomes and
police spending): Jiangsu is average; Guangdong, extreme. Finally, in this chapter I provide
more background on field theory and introduce the ideas of a “field of Chinese labor politics”
and of “regional fields” within it, explaining how these concepts can be used to analyze the ways
in which the principle forces within the deltas—capital, labor, and the state—interact with each

other and with the dominant norms of their “fields.”

Chapters 4 and 5 are devoted to in-depth studies of the Yangtze River Delta and Pearl River
Delta in turn. Based on interviews with a variety of actors and a close reading of local
yearbooks, I reveal that Yangtze River Delta authorities, who face only moderate industrial
conflict, govern their workplaces with a mixture of preemption, caution, and nudging. With
strikes growing in frequency and size, the Pearl River Delta has adopted a contrasting set of
approaches: reaction, experimentation, and crackdowns. Rather than attempt to head off each
and every dispute, Guangdong officials are testing out ambitious (if still thin) legal reforms and
an overhaul of their branches of the state-controlled trade union, even as they harass labor NGOs
and ordinary strikers. I argue that an extended economic boom has empowered the Pearl River

Delta’s large population of migrant workers. Through repeated confrontations with employers,
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these migrants have gained the “social skills” necessary to challenge the local state. Dynamics in
both fields are self-reinforcing—approaches to activism and governance feed off of each other—
but where Jiangsu’s worker-state interactions have arrived at a relatively harmonious
equilibrium, Guangdong’s now point toward crisis. The cases thus both support and extend my
statistical analysis: as would be expected, in the turbulent PRD, there is indeed greater repression
and responsiveness than in the relatively quiescent YRD, but much more is involved than can be
revealed by correlational analysis. Drawing on brief examples from other parts of China, I

provide preliminary indications of the generalizability of the two regions’ experiences.

If Chapter 2 introduced a broad, regime-level theory for China’s dual reaction to labor unrest,
Chapter 6 introduces a theory at the level of local governments and local officials. I posit that
protesting workers affect regional policy by turning the state’s abiding concern with social
stability into a liability. Drawing on government yearbooks from the Pearl River Delta and
Yangtze River Delta, I show that authorities in both regions evince an equal concern with
reducing unrest. Then, utilizing an automated content analysis of the public security sections of
180 of the yearbooks over the past decade, I demonstrate that as workplaces in the Pearl River
Delta have gradually become more contentious than those in the Yangtze River Delta, police in
the former have shown increased concern with labor issues relative to their peers in the latter.
Finally, I argue that the most concrete mechanism connecting this anxiety with policy is China’s
cadre promotion system. How officials respond to conflict affects their career opportunities. In
relatively calm areas, the incentive is to not do anything that would rock the boat; in relatively
chaotic areas, it is to show grit and creativity in the face of challenges from labor. Change thus
comes about through a combination of popular protest and the mundane life plans of government

employees. I provide evidence for this argument from interviews and secondary literature.
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Two issues remain for discussion in Chapter 7: the role of elites in labor politics and diffusion
between fields. In Chapter 2, I noted that the anomalous flipping of the relationship between
protest and police spending, from a positive to a negative correlation, occurred during the first
two years of Xi Jinping’s rule, concurrent with the purge of the country’s public security czar.
This raised the issue of the part played by powerful, national-level politicians in worker-state
interactions. It is conceivable that individual, lower-level officials could similarly be
responsible for much of the regional variation observed, both in terms of protests and policy. If
so, this could lead me to overestimate the impact of the former on the latter. I therefore begin the
chapter by using the case of the emerging southwestern economic hub of Chongqing and its two
powerful leaders between 2005 and 2012, Wang Yang and Bo Xilai, to show that even elites
with an ideological interest in fundamentally changing Chinese governance respond for the most
part to dynamics on the ground when choosing the areas of governance on which to make their
mark. Protests, not political agendas, in other words, are the primary driver of change. In the
preceding chapters, whether using quantitative or qualitative methods, I treated provinces and
regions as essentially independent observations. It is possible, however, that protests and
counter-measures against protests diffuse outward from hotspots of contention, making regions
appear more similar than they really are. If so, the protest-policy relationship may be stronger
than it first appears. To explore this possibility, I next draw on interviews conducted with
workers, activists, and officials across China—in Chongqing, Sichuan, Tianjin, and Beijing, as
well as Guangdong and Jiangsu. These interviews provide preliminary evidence that workers are
bringing their strike experiences inland from the coast, and that authorities elsewhere are

carefully studying the trials of Guangdong in a bid to avoid its fate. Thus, the impact of protest
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is even bigger than is immediately apparent, with centers of conflict creating ripples nationally,

but the effect of unrest is not to push the whole country inexorably in one direction.

Finally, in the dissertation’s concluding Chapter 8, I review my findings and examine their
implications for our understanding of social movement outcomes and state capacity. I argue that
my research shows powerful—if mixed—results for even proto-movements. Drawing on the
work of Almond and Powell (1966), I suggest that the Chinese government’s dual reaction to
unrest can be understood, from a long-term perspective, as strengthening the state’s “regulative”
and “responsive” capacities, i.e., the government’s ability to both control its population and to
respond to the inputs of a wide range of groups. This development need not be contradictory.
Increased regulative and responsive capacity compensate for each other’s shortcomings.
However, in the absence of raised “distributive” capacity—sharing the gains of economic
growth—a combination of arrests and beatings and wins in court can only increase
disillusionment with the system. Unrest will therefore not be reduced. I finish the dissertation

by reiterating the importance of scholars focusing on the changes occurring daily within

authoritarianism, not just sharp breaks like revolutions.

Summary

The substantial obstacles arrayed against labor mobilization in today’s democracies, from job
losses because of global trade to social program cutbacks because of fiscal austerity, can also be
observed in authoritarian and hybrid regimes. Indeed, as Harvey (2005, 3) writes, “Almost all
states, from those newly minted after the collapse of the Soviet Union to old-style social
democracies and welfare states such as New Zealand and Sweden, have embraced, sometimes

voluntarily and in other instances in response to coercive pressures, some version of neoliberal
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theory and adjusted at least some policies and practices accordingly.” Yet, workers appear to be
most active in those countries where they have the fewest institutional channels for affecting
their governments’ decisions. My dissertation uses China to examine the logic behind this.
Autocracies, I argue, are more vulnerable to labor unrest. Workers pay a heavy price for
mobilization in the absence of democracy but are offered the possibility of significant gains. As
authoritarian systems simultaneously coerce and cajole workers, they transform themselves in

important ways, despite not necessarily altering their systems of governance.
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2. Resistance, Repression, and Responsiveness

In scholarly and journalistic analyses alike, it is widely assumed that the strikes, protests, and
riots rocking the China’s factories, docks, and schools are having some effect on policy (e.g., E.
Wong 2010; Lu Zhang 2015, chap. 7). Yet, as already noted, establishing the precise impact of
any social movement—or, in the case of Chinese workers, proto-movement—is difficult. In this
chapter, I posit that, while labor unrest places pressure on all governments, irrespective of regime
type, it has a uniquely intense effect on autocracies. This is because non-democracies are
vulnerable to cascades of public dissent, lack effective institutions for channeling conflict, and,
especially in the case of state socialist and post-socialist authoritarian regimes, must navigate an
awkward combination of hollow trade unions and pro-worker founding ideologies, along with a
particularly transparent fusion of economic and political power at the elite level. To deal with
both the present and future challenges presented by unrest, autocracies will therefore proceed in
two, seemingly contradictory directions at once. The first is to increase repression of worker-
activists, and the second is to demonstrate responsiveness to labor’s plight. In other words, there
is no “decision tree” that forces a choice among alternative policies. If only a diffuse, proto-
movement exists, this merely serves to deepen the dynamic: without a clear set of demands to

which they can reply, governments will try “all of the above.”

There are several ways to assess whether this hypothesized dual reaction to workplace contention
is occurring in China. One approach, which I pursue here, is to evaluate general trends in the
country as a whole by carrying out a cross-sectional time series analysis of the relationship
between protests, budgetary allocations, and judicial actions. As I will show, increases in worker

resistance are positively correlated with investment in public security (a rough indicator of
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repression), on the one hand, and pro-labor decisions in mediation, arbitration, and court
(responsiveness), on the other, controlling for a variety of potential confounding variables.
Interestingly, though, the link between protests and police spending, in particular, breaks down
for the last two years of my data. I suggest different explanations for this anomaly, including
concurrent power struggles in Beijing. Another approach, which I pursue in subsequent
chapters, is to unpack these “average” developments by comparing particular regions of China
using field theory. This allows me to engage the many forces at work in Chinese labor politics in
an interactive manner—different types of workers, different forms of capital, different parts of

the state—and helps me to identify the precise mechanisms connecting protest and policy.

Pressure Exerted by Worker Resistance

Worker resistance puts pressure on regimes of all types. First, it directly threatens the economic
base of a state. Brecher (1972, viii) writes of “ordinary people” that “if they refuse to work, the
country stops... if they take control of their own activity, their own work, they thereby take
control of society.” Second, industrial conflict can drive a wedge between labor and authorities.
As V. L. Lenin said in 1899: “The workers begin to understand that laws are made in the interests
of the rich alone; that government officials protect those interests; that the working people are
gagged and not allowed to make known their needs... Every strike strengthens and develops in
the workers the understanding that the government is their enemy and that the working class
must prepare itself to struggle against the government for the people’s rights” (Lenin 1964).
Third, workplace disputes can also “spill over” into other spheres (on spillover, see Meyer and
Whittier 1994). Finally, labor unrest has the potential to strain bonds between officials and the

managerial class, as employers become frustrated by the mounting chaos in their establishments
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or decry as undue interference any state efforts to address shop floor abuses highlighted by

protesters. Governments of various stripes therefore take labor activism seriously.

Democracies

Worker resistance can clearly place tremendous pressure on democracies, understood in the
minimal, liberal sense of “formal democracies™: states that for the most part guarantee civil
liberties and “in which parties lose elections,” whatever shortcomings such countries may evince
with regard to things like an equal voice in economic matters (Przeworski 1991, 10). This
pressure can be seen in democracies’ forceful reactions to strikes. For example, in the United
States, workers downing their tools have been met with the full weight of their country’s
coercive capacity, formal and informal: the military, National Guard, local police, and
Pinkertons. But protesters have also won concessions, some of which have extended their civil
rights in ways that have brought social, not just civil and political, benefits (Marshall 2009).
Thus, the Depression-era activism of the unemployed and of Congress of Industrial
Organizations (CIO) affiliated unionists yielded the 1935 National Labor Relations Act, with its
protections for labor’s right to organize and bargain—and to strike—for higher wages (see, for
example, Piven and Cloward 1977). Periods of industrial peace, conversely, have generally been
correlated with policy stasis: the number of strikes involving more than a 1,000 persons in the
U.S. reached its height in 1952, and no significant union legislation has been passed in the
country since the anti-union Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, although an upsurge in unrest in the 1970s
came close to yielding new laws, including an ambitious full employment policy (Bureau of

Labor Statistics 2016a; Cowie 2011, chap. 1,6).
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Autocracies

The transformative effect of worker resistance is likely double for autocracies, crudely
understood as the inverse of democracies: no protections of rights and no free and fair elections.
Non-democratic governments vary in their tolerance of dissent, and theories have been advanced
to explain why autocrats might sometimes find protests to be useful sources of information about
public opinion, including in China (e.g., Lorentzen 2013). But in general, it is safe to say that,
outside of their early, mass mobilization periods, authoritarian states are leery of popular
collective action. This is because it can lead to a cascade of citizens revealing their true
preferences regarding the government, emboldening dissidents (Kuran 1991). By putting
forward political alternatives, protesters can also change people’s preferences (on changes in
preferences, see Landwehr 2009). Such dynamics might seem to be a problem for both
democracies and authoritarian states, but preferences that are actively censored are more
explosive when revealed, and preferences that are reliably monochrome are more dangerous
when broadened. More importantly, in autocracies, critiques of society cannot be safely
channeled through election campaigns, as in democracies (Robertson and Teitelbaum 2011;
Teitelbaum 2010; a possible exception being “competitive authoritarian” or “hybrid” regimes,
see Diamond 2002; Levitsky and Way 2002)—or through other ostensibly “neutral” institutions
like judiciaries or labor relations boards. Put differently, dictators are unable to pass the buck.

Tensions in society are absorbed directly into the body of the state.

State Socialist and Post-Socialist Authoritarian Regimes

Worker resistance packs a yet more powerful punch for state socialist and post-socialist

authoritarian regimes, defined as governments in which a self-described “socialist” party leads or
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once led in the name of the working class and in which production decisions are made or were
once made in large part through “bureaucratic coordination””—and in which, again, the
prerequisites of democracy are absent. The transparent fusing of state power and economic
power in such governments makes them particularly vulnerable to industrial unrest.8 As
Burawoy and Lukécs (1992, 20-22) note, when enterprise bosses appropriate surpluses from
producers by virtue of being planners responsible for the “collective interest” (rather than simply
by virtue of owning the means of production), ideological justifications for appropriation are
more easily exposed as just that. Moreover, every protest against a firm becomes a protest
against the government. Even after state socialism has been replaced by post-socialism in its
different forms, protests still frequently occur in firms that are directly owned by the state or that
were once owned by the state and are now owned by officials-turned-businesspeople. Worker
mobilization in the aftermath of socialism further highlights a disconnect between the regimes’
founding ideals (the “radiant past”) and current policies (Burawoy and Lukacs 1992). Non-
democratic governments vary widely in their treatment of trade unions, from the blatantly
exclusionary approaches of right-wing dictatorships to the more inclusionary corporatist ones of
their left-populist counterparts (for a review, see Caraway, Crowley, and Cook 2015). However,
in state socialist and post-socialist authoritarian regimes especially, autocrats prefer to establish

industrial “preemptive organizations” (Johnson 1970b).° Along with distributing welfare

7 Bureaucratic coordination can be contrasted with market coordination or coordination through institutions like
family ties (see Kornai 1992). These other forms of coordination might feature on the edges of a state socialist
economy; they can dominate post-socialist economies.

Of course, economic and political power are fused in capitalist democracies and capitalist authoritarian regimes,
too—through campaign donations, lobbying, corporate representatives on advisory councils, businesspeople turned
politicians, etc.—but rarely as transparently.

? An intriguing exception was the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia under Tito and his successors (for a
discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the Yugoslav experiment, as well as its post-socialist legacies, see
Grdesi¢ 2015). But with the market mediating many firm interactions and workers exercising their voices through
shop floor councils, it is debatable whether socialist Yugoslavia fully meets my definition of a state socialist
authoritarian regime.
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benefits, these preemptive organizations can be effective at “serving the regime’s mobilization
goals and... inhibiting the formation of private loyalties” (Ibid., 19). The catch is that they are
largely ineffective at redirecting workplace conflict once it breaks out (Friedman [2014b] terms
this the “insurgency trap”). Finally, given their turbulent origins, state socialist and post-socialist

governments are also acutely aware of the costs of contention for regime survival.

A Dual Reaction

For all these reasons, I posit that autocracies, especially state socialist and post-socialist ones,
tend to throw themselves even more fully into the project of demobilizing worker resistance than
is the case for democracies, using all the tools at their disposal at once. Democracies alternately
crack down on strikes and union organizing campaigns or make concessions—think of
America’s 1921 Battle of Blair Mountain in West Virginia versus its New Deal innovations of
the 1930s—depending on the balance of political forces. But dictators, at least those that are
vigilant and that have the fiscal and organizational capacity to respond forcefully (both of which,
incidentally, are more likely when the regime is state socialist and post-socialist, given the
traditional administrative competence of Leninist parties), feel compelled to meet activism with a
paradoxical mixture of repression and responsiveness (see Figure 1).10 In the process, they
transform themselves in a dual manner, strengthening their coercive capacity but saddling
themselves with new social commitments, either in the form of concrete commitments like fresh

laws or government programs or more vague but equally binding commitments to being partial

10 A further caveat might be added: dictatorships that do not rule in the name of their complete populations are more
likely to employ repression and less likely to employ responsiveness when dealing with groups they exclude from
full citizenship, either out of animus or out of a realization that there is little the government can do to win over
these people short of a fundamental reorganization of governance. Examples include apartheid era South Africa,
relations between the Burmese junta and ethnic minorities, and interactions between indigenous peoples and certain
states in South and Central America (e.g., early twentieth century Bolivia).
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to disadvantaged groups in conflicts. I explore the long-term implications of this development in

the dissertation’s conclusion.

Proto-Movements

Based on their exploration of four pivotal American “poor people’s movements,” Piven and
Cloward (1977) argue that social movements achieve the most when they are the most
spontaneous and disruptive and least when they are most institutionalized. The dissertation will
not take a position on this proposition, but at the very least, labor activism that has not gelled into
a full-fledged “labor movement” would seem most likely to deepen governments’ dual reaction
to unrest. Even relatively cohesive campaigns contain considerable diversity in terms of
participants’ aspirations (see, for example, Beissinger’s [2013] analysis of Ukraine’s Orange
Revolution). But in proto-movements, there is little continuity between struggles and few if any
organizations or individuals that can claim to speak for the whole. Governments facing such
contention cannot be sure “what will work” in terms of restoring order and are more liable to try
everything at once and see what sticks. Again, this dynamic should be most apparent in
autocracies. In such systems, authorities already have difficulty assessing popular opinion
because of the strictures they have placed on public discussion (Wintrobe 1998; see also
Dimitrov 2015). To the extent that non-democracies have actively prevented more formalized
labor movements from coming into existence—a phenomenon already discussed in the context
of state socialist and post-socialist authoritarian states and “preemptive organizations”—such
regimes are responsible for their own dilemma. In the next sections, I expand on the logic of
responsiveness and repression in turn, as well as the different forms each reaction can take,

providing examples from contemporary Chinese politics.
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Figure 1: Reactions to Labor Unrest
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Responsiveness

Autocracies typically believe they need to demonstrate their responsiveness to public concerns
through at least some concessions. Unalloyed repression can alienate ordinary citizens and
members of the ruling circle alike, leading to conflict escalation. For state socialist and post-
socialist authoritarian governments, in particular, suppression of “the people” carries a special
cost (think of the opprobrium heaped on People’s Liberation Army troops by ordinary Beijingers
as the troops entered Beijing in 1989).11 The Chinese state thus frequently appears unusually
conciliatory in the face of popular pressures.!? For instance, courts have commuted the death
sentences of sympathetic convicted killers to life and the life sentences of gangsters to death to
assuage public anger (Liebman 2011, 840—42). Similarly, brief mobilizations by middle class

urbanites concerned about pollution and industrial accidents have forced multi-million dollar

" The PLA, of course, ultimately suppressed the 1989 democracy movement, but the government is widely thought
to have paid a steep price in legitimacy. Authorities moved in subsequent years to resolve some of the smaller
issues (e.g., job assignments for college students) raised by protesters..

This, in turn, reveals to the public the government’s insecurity—a downside, if an unavoidable one, of
responsiveness. It should be emphasized, though, that when certain political lines are perceived to have been
crossed, the state can adopt a more purely hard approach, as it has with Falun Gong activists and with “national
minorities” like Tibetans and Uighurs.
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chemical plants and oil refineries to shut down or relocate (see, for example, The China Story
2013). And books printed by state publishers have been withdrawn following protests. For
example, in 1989, Chinese Muslims mobilized against a book, Sexual Customs, deemed
offensive to Islam; the book was quickly banned in Gansu, and Beijing’s Vice Mayor called for a

broader ban and the confiscation of all copies of the volume (Vecchio 1989).

Autocratic shows of responsiveness to labor activism, specifically—again a particular source of
pressure for state socialist and post-socialist authoritarian regimes—can take a number of forms.
In China, some of these forms would not be out of place in a democracy. In 2007, for instance,
after a wide-ranging debate and in the face of considerable opposition from the business
community (see, for example, K. Chang 2009, chap. 5; Gallagher and Dong 2011; Global Labor
Strategies 2007), the National People’s Congress passed a new Labor Contract Law that
reinforced with stiffer penalties a number of existing rules and added new provisions, especially
about hiring and firing (Cooney et al. 2007). In 2003, the Party-controlled All China Federation
of Trade Unions (ACFTU) decided to admit migrant workers as members. Before Spring
Festival every year, there are government campaigns to help workers collect unpaid wages. But
concessions can also be quite personalistic. For example, in 2003, Premier Wen Jiabao was
approached by a woman named Xiong Deming, whose migrant worker husband was owed over
2,000 RMB in wage arrears from a construction project; the Premier ensured that the man was
paid (Becker 2014, 67—68). More routinely, the government can signal concern for workers’
needs by ruling more in their favor in disputes and highlighting worker legal success stories
(Stockmann and Gallagher 2011). When strikes spike, we should also see spikes in all such

demonstrations of concern.
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Repression

However, while concessions may buy peace in the here and now, what about the long run?
Authorities cannot simply cede space again and again and still stay in power. Placating a group
can lead it to ratchet up its activism. The government must therefore signal that there is an outer
bound to what they will tolerate and have an insurance policy in place in case the situation
worsens.!3 To do this, non-democracies need powerful instruments of repression—soldiers,
police, informers, etc.'* With these in hand, Skocpol (1979) argues, states ride out even strong
perceptions of illegitimacy and feelings of relative deprivation among their populations.1> For
several years in a row, Chinese domestic security spending has exceeded the country’s national
defense budget, although the details of how specific budget items are categorized, especially
funding for the paramilitary People’s Armed Police, are unclear (Blasko 2012; MacLeod 2013).
A vast system of “stability maintenance” offices stretches from the central government down to
the village level (Xi Chen 2013; Lee and Zhang 2013). Even in remote Kailu County, Inner
Mongolia, there is reportedly one informant for every 25 residents (Qinglian He 2012). Tens of
thousands of people nationally are paid to track online discussions (King, Pan, and Roberts 2013,
330), while local governments hire legions of thugs to intercept petitioners (Human Rights
Watch 2005). Meanwhile, since the mid-1990s, Chinese public security officials have enjoyed

enhanced bureaucratic status and perks (Y. Wang 2014b; Y. Wang and Minzner 2013).

B practice, different parts of the state may be responsible for (and advocate for) responsiveness versus repression.
What we observe is only the final result of internal divisions of labor and internal debates.

" Like Davenport (2007), I adopt a wide definition of “repression” that is not limited to physical violence.

15 Skocpol’s argument has been applied to a variety of contexts. Bellin (2004), for example, posits that the
resilience of authoritarianism in the Middle East is founded to a large degree on the “exceptional will and capacity to
crush democratic initiatives” of the region’s security services. Conversely, Linz (2000, 30) says that Soviet and
Eastern European leaders’ unwillingness to use their “intact and large coercive apparatus in a crisis situation” led to
the downfall of state socialism.

35



Repressing labor unrest, in particular, can take a number of forms. In China, it can mean
installing police posts and surveillance cameras in factory zones and monitoring the discussions
on online forums frequented by workers. Klein (2008) reports, “Over the next three

years, Chinese security executives predict they will install as many as 2 million CCTVs in
Shenzhen, which would make it the most watched city in the world.” Shenzhen happens to be a
major manufacturing center. More naked displays of strength include massing large numbers of
anti-riot forces at the sites of strikes and protests. When unpaid miners in Heilongjiang Province
recently protested, for example, hundreds of police with shields and batons were deployed,
beating workers (and censors erased the topic from the social media platform Weibo) (Huang
2016). As with shows of state responsiveness to worker concerns, spikes in workplace activism
should be accompanied by spikes in these different types of repression. Responsiveness and
repression are both aimed at the demobilization of populations (on demobilization, see Ekiert

1996). We should see resistance, receptiveness, and repression rising and falling together.

The Average State Response over Time

Data constraints make it exceedingly difficult to test the full implications of my argument, i.e.,
systematically compare democratic and authoritarian reactions to worker resistance. Therefore, I
restrict myself to exploring the argument’s plausibility through an intensive study of one
autocracy, China. Even so, considerable simplification is required. Clearly, China’s patterns of
labor unrest and state response are more complex than the model proposed above (resistance =
repression + responsiveness) suggests. There are numerous regional differences to consider. For
example, Lee (2007) contrasts the activism of SOE workers in the northeastern “rustbelt” with
that of migrant workers in the southeastern “sunbelt.” Blecher (2010), building off of Lee

(2007), distinguishes between a “highly globalized” southeastern “sunbelt,” a “barely

36



globalized” northeastern “rustbelt,” and a “broadly ‘reformed’ but only partially globalized and
still largely domestically-oriented” class of areas like the city of Tianjin. Hurst (2009),
restricting his analysis to the late 1990s struggles of laid off SOE workers, describes four
regional political economies, each with a different capacity for responding to labor’s needs: the
Northeast, North-Central, Central Coast, and Upper Changjiang (provincial capitals form a fifth
category of sorts). Friedman (n.d.), finally, compares the “extra-legal precarity” of teachers in
Beijing migrant schools with the “market discipline” of their Guangzhou counterparts, arguing
that the two cities operate according to different logics with regard to outsiders in their labor

markets.

There are, moreover, more actors involved than just stylized protesters and officials. As the
regional differences sketched above imply, Chinese workers can be divided into SOE workers
and migrants. We can further distinguish between domestic private, foreign, and state-owned
industries. The state, in turn, has many arms. These include, among other things, its legislative
arm, its mass organization arm, and its coercive arm. Each plays a different role. Such nuances
must be engaged together, in a holistic manner, if we are to have a reasonably complete picture

of how worker activism is (or is not) transforming governance.

Yet, before engaging these complexities, as I do in subsequent chapters, it is useful to first
establish whether my hypothesis captures the overall trajectory of worker-state interactions or,
put differently, the average response over time of authorities to increased unrest. This serves
several purposes. Attention to long-term trends moves us beyond overly static pictures of
Chinese governance, where elaborate configurations of forces are portrayed as interacting in a
certain, set way across the reform era. It also highlights anomalies in need of special attention;

that is, places that are ahead of or behind or far off the general curve. Such places, as well as
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“typical” ones, help us in turn to select case studies that can help us test the limits of general

trends, as well as tease out the mechanisms involved in linking repression and cooptation.

Disaggregating China

Identifying the average state response to unrest over time requires disaggregating the single case
of China into multiple observations and taking full advantage of the state’s tremendous
subnational variation, as suggested by King, Keohane, and Verba (1994), Snyder (2001), and
with specific reference to the Chinese context, Hurst (2010)—albeit without digging into all the
mechanisms behind that variation. Here, I focus my analysis at the provincial level. China’s 31
provinces (and directly administered cities and autonomous regions, hereinafter all referred to as
“provinces”) are the most suitable level of analysis for understanding policy outcomes of protest,
as they are the point in China’s administrative hierarchy—besides the leadership compound in
Beijing—where decision-making power has increasingly become concentrated in recent decades
(Landry 2008; Mertha 2005). This is not to say that they are always the ones that make the most
important decisions. Standards for doling out social assistance are often set by cities (see
Solinger 2015, 994), and even with regard to political disturbances, cities can sometimes
improvise responses without first consulting their superiors, as examples in subsequent chapters
will show. But if consistent clusters patterns of activity are to be observed, it is provinces that
are likely to represent those clusters. Provinces also roughly capture the regional dimension of
Chinese labor politics—Northeast versus Southeast, Central versus Coastal—identified in

numerous existing studies, including those noted above.
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Observable Implications

If labor protest on average draws both greater repression and greater responsiveness from the
state, then all else equal, more protest in a given province should be correlated with more
spending on the police'® and more employment disputes decided in workers’ favor (or at least
decided in a split manner).1” These are not all the observable implications of my theory. Other
forms of responsiveness should also increase with unrest, such as trade union reforms or official
expressions of sympathy for workers’ plight. And other forms of repression should rise, too,
such as informal “relational repression” via family ties (Deng and O’Brien 2013). However,
many of these state reactions to unrest are not easily quantifiable. They will therefore be
addressed in the qualitative case studies in subsequent chapters. In the next section, I explain
how I measure my dependent variables (capturing repression and responsiveness) and my
independent variable (resistance), along with a range of control variables, for my statistical
analysis. I then detail my method for establishing their relationships to each other: estimating

cross-sectional, time series models.

Dependent Variables: Public Security Spending and Judicial Rulings

The dependent variables in my analysis are annual spending on public security per province
(Public Security), to measure repression, and the outcomes of formally adjudicated employment
disputes (Pro-Worker, Pro-Business, and Split), also at the provincial level, to measure

responsiveness. Security spending figures (in 100 million RMB) are drawn from the China

16 China’s “stability maintenance” system has been described as both a cash cow and a financial burden for
authorities below the national level (for contrasting perspectives, see He 2012; Lee and Zhang 2013). However, it is
clear that patterns of unrest are evaluated by both local and central authorities and funds are drawn from multiple
sources.

17 Practically speaking, split judgments could mean paying laid-off workers who sue their employers a portion—but
not all—of the severance packages they are legally due or awarding injured employees part of the medical bills / lost
wages they are owed. In other words, the compromise may come entirely at the plaintiff’s expense.
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Statistical Yearbook and cover the years 2004 to 2013. They include a broad swath of the
budget—*“expenditure for public security agency, procuratorial agency and court of justice”
(through 2006) and more vaguely “expenditure for public security” (2007 onwards). Even if
“security” costs accounted for all of this line item in all of the years available, this would not
necessarily mean that all the money was devoted to actual police work. Scoggins and O’Brien
(2015, 239) write that “efforts to lift funding rarely translate into more money in police pockets
or more officers on the ground.” Moreover, Chinese policing can take many forms. In recent
decades, there has been a push within the Ministry of Public Security for a more scientific
approach, focused on crime prevention over politics (Trevaskes 2010; K. C. Wong 2012).
Nonetheless, amidst new talk of “efficiency” and “creativity” (e.g., Z. Zhang 2007), police
textbooks I have examined still make frequent mention of hostile forces, dissidents, and “thought
work” (e.g., Zhikun Cui and Cui 2000; Public Security Bureau Political Propaganda Division
2000). It is safe to assume that, all else equal, more spending on public security in a given place
means more capacity, at the very least, for repression—even if that capacity is watered down by
diverted funds. And given the current, still-politicized atmosphere in the public security system,
if more unrest is correlated with more security spending, it seems reasonable to believe that at
least a portion of the increase in spending will go to confronting protesters. Investment in the
elite anti-riot People’s Armed Police (PAP) would arguably make for a more direct measure of
this phenomenon. Unfortunately, beginning in 2007, the government stopped publishing
separate provincial-level PAP spending figures. Nonetheless, according to one estimate, 77
percent of the general “public security” budget goes to the PAP (Péneau 2012). Subsequent
chapters will provide a measurement validity check on this variable in the form of qualitative

information on police responses to worker protests and labor NGOs.
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For outcomes of mediation, arbitration, and court decisions, I rely on China Labor Statistical
Yearbook data from the same years (2004 to 2013). The government categorizes employment
rulings by the winning party (or as split if both sides win something), and I treat the percentage
of total cases decided in each manner as a separate dependent variable. There is likely to be
variation across regions and across time with regard to the abuses suffered by workers. This
variation might in turn affect variation in both the quality of the cases adjudicated and the level
of unrest in different places. Relative abusiveness and case quality are impossible to document
systematically, but we can document changes in the #ypes of cases adjudicated. Appendix 1
shows the percentages of disputes accepted between 2004 and 2013 involving three of the most
common types of employment issues discussed in the literature: remuneration, social insurance,
and lay-offs. Overall, the kinds of cases being adjudicated in different provinces closely track
each other over time. Including a control for the percentage of cases involving remuneration, the

issue with the most regional variation, does not change my findings.

It is worth emphasizing again that all of my dependent variables—Public Security, Pro-Worker,
Pro-Business, and Split—as well as some of the controls detailed below are drawn from
government statistics. China’s various statistical yearbooks are compiled either via horizontal
(kuai) sharing of information, in the case of key economic data—functional bureaucracies
sharing their figures with the statistics bureau at their relevant level of government, which in turn
sends the data up to the center—or in the case of more specialist information, vertically (tiao)
within bureaucracies and mass organizations (Interview 117). The quality of Chinese statistics
vary widely, and they frequently show the influence of political incentives (see, for example, J.

L. Wallace 2015). But there are not obvious reasons for governments to fake labor dispute
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outcomes or police spending in a systematically biased manner. Therefore, variation in these

figures across provinces and years should be roughly in line with reality.

Independent Variable: Labor Unrest

For my measure of labor unrest (Strikes)—not formally adjudicated disputes, as measured in my
dependent variable—I rely on a collection of 1,662 strikes, protests, and riots by Chinese
workers occurring between 2004 and 2013. All such activism occurs in a legal grey zone,
neither protected nor specifically prohibited (Feng 2011; Taylor, Chang, and Li 2003, 33), and
unlike many other governments, Beijing does not publish strike statistics. I collected the first
nine years of this data using a publically accessible website I established in 2010, China Strikes.
The site, built on the Ushahidi crowd-mapping platform, geo-referenced incidents found in
foreign and domestic news reports, dissident blogs (such as Boxun), online bulletin boards (auto
enthusiast discussions were reliable repositories of information on taxi strikes), and reports by
advocacy groups; it also allowed site visitors to report incidents that I had missed (about half a
dozen incidents were added in this manner). For the years 2011 to 2012, I checked the site’s data
against a similar project by China Labour Bulletin (CLB) that was launched in mid-2011, adding
any conflicts that CLB captured that I had not. I drew solely on CLB’s data for the year 2013,
dropping seven incidents the group recorded that did not meet my criteria: being collective
(involving more than three people), being contentious (i.e., going beyond litigation and quiet
petitioning), being motivated by only employment-related issues (not ethnic tensions between
workers, etc.), occurring in mainland China (not Hong Kong or Macau), and including clear
information on location (city- or county-level or below). I also broke into three incidents one
CLB-recorded conflict that occurred in several locations at once. The combined dataset,

although to my knowledge the most complete such set available, should be treated as only a
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small sample of China’s total labor conflict during the period covered. It could, moreover,
conceivably be skewed somewhat toward coastal areas that have more liberal media and livelier
online communities. But it nonetheless has broad coverage: 64 percent of the incidents it
captures occurred outside of Guangdong, today’s center for worker insurgency. Regardless, as |

will explain below, I employ provincial fixed effects to control for any bias.

Controls

I also include in my analysis several variables to control for factors that might at once spur or
dampen unrest and directly affect policy, i.e. constitute “backdoors” between the dependent and
independent variables (Morgan and Winship 2007). My first control is GDP Per Capita.
Wealth can both spur unrest, as strikes have been shown to be pro-cyclical in other national
contexts (e.g., Ashenfelter and Johnson 1969; Tracy 1987), and it can give authorities greater
leeway to accommodate worker grievances (Hurst 2009). Here, I use the calculator provided by
the All China Data Center. Figure 2 maps strikes and economic activity. My second control is
Migrant Workers, operationalized as the percentage of the residents of a given province who lack
“permanent household registration” where they reside, drawing on the China Statistical
Yearbook.1® Migrants may protest at different rates from other workers (C. K. Chan 2010), and
the government may simultaneously respond to their claims differently (see L. Liu, Yong, and
Shu 2011; Paik 2014). Figure 3 maps strikes and migrant populations. My third control is SOE

Employment. Again, like migrants, state sector employees could exhibit distinct patterns of

18 Specifically, I calculate the percentage of the province’s total population left over when the number of people
“residing in... townships, towns and street communities with permanent household registration there” are
subtracted. The variable thus includes both intra- and inter-provincial migrants. In recent years, the national
breakdown of migrants has been roughly 60 percent inter- versus 40 percent intra-provincial (National Bureau of
Statistcs 2015). For a review of migration trends in the early reform era, see Solinger (1999).
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protest and draw distinct reactions from authorities.’® This variable is measured as the
percentage of a province’s employed persons who are in the state sector, using data from the
China Statistical Yearbook. My fourth control is the percentage of provincial GDP generated by
the Tertiary Sector, relying once more on the China Statistical Yearbook for data. The tertiary
sector accounts for many of China’s informally employed “missing workers,” as well as people
in sub-contracted employment relationships, who like migrants and SOE workers, may protest
differently and receive different (less attentive) state treatment (Park and Cai 2011; Swider 2015;
Lu Zhang 2015). My fifth control is Labor NGOs. As will be explored in subsequent chapters,
NGOs could both spur unrest and, by their presence, spark a more heavy-handed police response
to protests. I operationalize this variable as the number of NGOs per province per year, using a
2013 list of 86 organizations and their addresses and founding dates provided to me by CLB.20
My sixth control, Union Activity, is measured as the number of enterprises per province with
“wage only” collective contracts,?! as reported in the China Trade Union Yearbook and the
China Trade Union Statistical Yearbook. China’s unions might shape the actions of workers and
governments alike through “quadripartite bargaining” (Feng Chen 2010). Because many of these
variables could simply reflect in different ways China’s growing population and urbanization, I
also include the controls Population and Urban, which measure, respectively, raw provincial
population and the percentage of a province’s population who are “employed persons in urban

units at year-end.” Both are drawn from China Statistical Yearbook data (though I rely on the

¥ of particular relevance to my dissertation, Y. Wang (2014a) has shown that security spending has risen in places
where SOE employment has fallen (i.e., where SOE workers have been laid off).

201 assume that once an NGO is founded, it continues to exist for the whole period of the dataset. Of course, in
practice, many are shut down. However, they tend to reestablish themselves under new names, and the CLB dataset
does not double-count the groups, i.e., it codes their most recent incarnation as being founded in the year of their
very first incarnation.

21 Collective contracts in China often simply restate the two parties’ normal obligations under the law. “Wage only”
collective contracts presumably deal with the more concrete issue of earnings.
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All China Data Center to measure Urban in the year 2004). Finally, I employ provincial fixed
effects throughout to control for possible regional differences in strike reporting, e.g., more
reports from coastal areas with a larger number of Internet users and greater access to foreign

media. This has the effect of placing our focus on within-province variation over time.

Figure 2: Strikes and Economic Activity in China

White dots indicate strikes. Lighter shaded counties have experienced more
economic activity as measured by night light readings.

Figure 3: Strikes and Migrant Populations

Darker shaded counties have a higher proportion of migrant workers.
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A Control Not Included: Rural Unrest

China is the site of many forms of contention: anti-Japanese nationalist demonstrations in major
cities, national self-determination struggles in Tibet and Xinjiang, and environmental protests all
over the country. For the most part, these mobilizations are either too few in number to
undermine my analysis (e.g., nationalist protests) or are geographically separated from labor
unrest and therefore work against my finding significant correlations between worker activism
and state policy (e.g., the struggles in Tibet and Xinjiang). However, one form of protest is both
common and overlaps geographically with workplace conflict. This is rural unrest. Driven first
by excessive taxation (Bernstein and Lii 2003) and more recently by land expropriation (K. J.
O’Brien and Li 2006, 52—-54), farmers have frequently confronted authorities in protracted,
violent conflicts. These incidents rival industrial strikes, protests, and riots in number (see C.-J.
J. Chen 2009). Some of the provinces that are hotspots of worker activism, like Guangdong, are
also centers for rural insurgency. As cities expand outward and farmland is expropriated for
industry, the two struggles sometimes occur in the exact same areas. In my interviews for the
case studies that are the focus of subsequent chapters, I found evidence of this in places like
Zhenjiang, Jiangsu (Interview 1). Rural unrest could also indirectly contribute to worker unrest,
inasmuch as many workers (migrants) double as residents of the countryside, while directly
contributing to police spending (though not judicial outcomes). For all these reasons, it is

reasonable to believe that the turmoil in China’s countryside might constitute a confounder.

Yet, all of the people I interviewed for the case studies in Chapters 3-7—academics, activists,
and officials—were of the opinion that the Chinese state responds very differently to disputes by
farmers versus workers. In particular, interviewees argued that policing the countryside is

cheaper. For example, one Nanjing academic said, “In rural areas, the government is more direct
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in how it resolves disputes. It’s easier there to reduce the size of conflicts.... It’s hard to say
about costs... but more is probably spent in cities on disputes than in the countryside. When
workers, say, block a road, they cause all kinds of costs” (Interview 43). An instructor at the

Central Party School who leads trainings for officials on handling mass incidents commented:

“In the cities, there’s a saying that if you make big trouble, you get a big
resolution; small trouble, a small resolution.... people push for more money....
It’s different in the countryside. The issue is not just money. For example, in
Wukan [a village in Guangdong], it came down to organizing new [village]
elections” (Interview 115).

Finally, an activist I spoke with who has personally been involved in both worker and farmer
organizing, when asked about police responses to rural protests, explained: “In general, they’1l
always employ some violence to resolve things. The difference is that in the countryside, at the
beginning, the police won’t use as much violence. Relationships in the countryside are ‘personal
relationships’ (shurende guanxi). So, police will at first try to use these relationships to deal with
issues” (Interview 73). If, as he suggested, what Deng and O’Brien (2013) dub “relational
repression” is the norm in rural areas, this, too, suggests security outlays should be lower. But
the activist gave a different reason for higher cost of policing cities: “There is definitely more
‘stability maintenance’ spending in urban areas! Wherever there are more young people, there is
more ‘stability maintenance’ spending” (Ibid.). Whatever the cause, there seems to be a
consensus that police investment operates in a different manner for workers versus farmers.
Appearances aside, rural unrest is unlikely to be an issue for my analysis. Given the difficulties
of documenting protest outside of cities, I therefore do not attempt to operationalize this variable.

Table 1 provides summary statistics of all the variables used.
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Table 1: Summary Statistics

Strikes (Number)

Public Security (100 Million RMB)
Pro-Worker (%)

Pro-Business (%)

Split (%)

GDP Per Capita (Nominal)
Migrant Workers (%)

SOE Employment (%)

Tertiary Sector (%)

Labor NGOs (Number)

Union Activity (Number of Contracts)
Urban (%)

Population (10,000 Persons)

Model and Results

Mean
5.36

121.67
50.19
12.27
37.54
28685.03
14.98
5.64
41.70
1.83
43449.87
47.77
4255.34

SD
17.75

98.66
14.54
6.78
13.53
19162.73
11.77
1.79
8.62

4.88
59699.75
16.11
2696.82

Minimum
0

6.50
7.18
0.27
5.70
4317
31
3.26
28.30
0

0
12.26
276.35

Maximum
245

650.31
91.15
50
76.84
100105.4
65.12
13.36
80.46
35
360034
89.6
10644

Figure 4 plots the number of strikes, amount of public security spending, and percentage of

disputes decided in a pro-employer manner in each of China’s 31 provinces, directly

administered cities, and autonomous regions from 2004 to 2013. There is clearly considerable

variance from region to region, especially with regard to unrest (the majority of provinces see

very little change in protests). But both unrest and police spending are rising in most places.

Pro-employer outcomes, meanwhile, seem to generally be declining as a percentage of all

decisions, albeit not in a linear manner. To test whether these relationships are significant when

the potential confounders listed above are controlled for, I estimate a series of cross-sectional

time series models with Strikes as the principal independent variable and Public Security, and

Split, Pro-Worker and Pro-Business judicial decisions as the dependent variables. Fisher-type

unit root tests find evidence of non-stationarity in the Strikes, Public Security, Split, and Pro-
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Worker series. I therefore use the first difference of these series in my analysis (strikes, public
security spending or the percentage of disputes ruled a certain way at time t minus the spending /
percentage ruled that way at time t-1).22 The most general, autoregressive distributed lag (ADL)
model, which includes lags of the independent and dependent variables, is employed throughout,
as it involves the fewest assumptions (e.g., of only instantaneous effects). I use a lag of one year,
on the assumption that, to the extent that budgets and court practices are determined based on

past experience, they draw on the previous year’s experience, and I employ robust standard

errors, as well as provincial fixed effects (again, to control for provincial biases in reporting).

22 Strikes still show evidence of non-stationarity using a Dickey-Fuller test but not a Phillips-Perron test.
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Figure 4: Strikes, Public Security Spending, and Pro-Employer Judicial Decisions

||||| Public Security Spending — Strikes
.......................... % Cases Won by Employers
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As Table 2 shows, during the years 2004 to 2011, Strikes are positively correlated with public
security spending—significantly so for the immediate relationship, insignificantly so for the

lagged relationship. The long-run impact of each additional incident can be calculated using the

multiplier % where [, is the coefficient of Strikes at year t; 8, is the coefficient of Strikes at
- 41

year t-1; and a; is the coefficient of Public Security at year t-1 (De Boef and Keele 2008).>
With this formula, I find that, in the long run, with full controls, each additional strike, protest, or
riot in my dataset is correlated with an average increase in public security spending of 33.62
million RMB (5.16 million USD at today’s exchange rate). Recall, though, that my dataset
should be treated as a sample of a much larger number of conflicts, each of which likely has a

much smaller impact on spending than does my Strikes variable.

The other variables that have a significant relationship with Public Security are GDP Per Capita,
Migrant Workers, and Tertiary Sector. Employing the same multiplier as I have with Strikes,
GDP Per Capita unexpectedly has a somewhat negative long-term impact on police investment,
controlling for population, urbanization, and other factors. Each additional percentage point in
the proportion of a province’s population that lacks local household registration is correlated
with a long-run increase in Public Security of 13.32 million RMB (or 2.05 million USD), while
each additional percentage point of provincial GDP generated by the service economy is

correlated with a decrease of 34 million RMB (5.22 million USD).

Regarding judicial decisions from 2004 to 2011, as also seen in Table 2, with full controls,
Strikes are correlated with a significant decrease in the proportion of decisions adjudicated in a

split manner but an increase in the number decided in a fully pro-worker manner (both at a 10

By, Wang (2014a) uses the same multiplier in his analysis of SOE employment and police budgets, while Zarate
Tenorio (2014) uses it in her analysis of strikes and welfare spending in Latin America.
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percent level of significance at time 7). Strikes have a negative but insignificant relationship with
pro-business rulings. Again, the immediate, not lagged correlations are the significant ones. The
long-run impact of an increase of one workplace conflict in my dataset per year in a given
province is a 0.12 percentage point shift in that province’s judicial rulings toward workers. An

increase of 50 incidents is thus correlated with a 6.03 percentage point shift.

The other significant variables with regard to judicial decisions are SOE employment, which is
similarly negatively correlated with split rulings and positively correlated with fully pro-worker
rulings in the long-run, and Union Activity, which is the opposite: positively but weakly
correlated with a long-run shift toward more split rulings and negatively correlated with pro-
worker rulings. Specifically, an increase of one enterprise with a “wage only collective contract”
is correlated with a miniscule 0.000085 percentage point increase in the proportion of split
rulings in a given province (it thus takes 100,000 enterprises with such contracts to shift the
proportion 8.5 percentage points). Again, the rulings in question here relate to formally
mediated, arbitrated, and litigated disputes, not strikes (though some conflicts may manifest

themselves in both street action and judicial advocacy, see Su and He 2010).

Interestingly, as seen in Table 3, if the years 2012 and 2013 are added to the model, the
relationship between Strikes and Pro-Worker rulings remains the same (and becomes more
significant), but without controls, the immediate and lagged correlations with Public Security
pull in opposite directions from each other (the immediate, positive; the lagged, negative), for a
net negative long-term impact. With controls, both the immediate and lagged relationships turn
negative, albeit insignificantly so. In other words, unrest becomes associated with /ess spending

on the police over time (to be more precise, Strikes and Public Security remain positively
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correlated but at a lower level of significance if 2012 data is included and switch to a negative

but insignificant correlation with the inclusion of 2013 data).

There are different possible explanations for this anomaly. One is that my complete reliance on
data from CLB’s strike map for the year 2013 skews the results. However, the years 2011 and
2012 of my dataset are checked against CLB’s data, while figures from earlier years are very
much indebted to the organization’s annual reports. Regardless, both CLB and I draw on many
of the same mainland blogs and newspapers. Another, more likely explanation is that a spike in
strikes, protests, and riots in 2012 and 2013 caught local public security bureaus off-guard. This
would have disturbed the protest-policing relationship, but only temporarily. Finally, it is worth
noting that those two years marked the transition between the Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping
administrations. In 2012, as Xi consolidated his power as new General Secretary of the CCP, he
launched an investigation of rival Zhou Yongkang, the head of China’s Politics and Law
Commission and its associated domestic security apparatus. Zhou had personally overseen the
massive expansion in police spending that occurred over the previous decade. In 2013, Zhou’s
son was arrested on corruption charges, and in late 2014, Zhou himself was arrested and expelled
from the Party (for a timeline, see BBC 2014). These moves were accompanied by a general
downgrading of domestic security: police chiefs were discouraged from joining local Politics and
Law Committees and Zhou’s replacement was not given a seat on the Politburo Standing
Committee (BBC 2012). Cuts in police budgets (or, more likely, the shifting of police funds to
other, similar institutions) would have been the most dramatic in wealthy urban centers that also
happened to be hotspots of contention, thereby yielding a spurious negative correlation between
contention and coercive capacity. We would then expect to see the protest-policing settle back

into its old pattern in the future, as the storm in Beijing passes.
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A Public Security (L1)
A Split (L1)

A Pro-Worker (L1)
Pro-Business (L1)

A Strikes

A Strikes (L1)

GDP Per Capita

GDP Per Capita (L1)
Migrant Workers
Migrant Workers (L1)

SOE Employment

SOE Employment (L1)

Tertiary Sector
Tertiary Sector (L1)
Labor NGOs

Labor NGOs (L1)
Union Activity
Union Activity (L1)
Population
Population (L1)
Urban

Urban (L1)
Constant

N

Table 2: Strikes and Policy Outcomes 2004-2011

Public Security
Spending

-0.109"
(0.0610)

0.483™"
(0.0908)
0.00270
(0.0704)

20.19™
(0.981)
186

Split
Decisions

-0.387"""
(0.0742)

-0.0809
(0.0826)
0.0465
(0.0581)

2.376™"
(0.143)
186

Judicial Decisions
Pro- Pro-Business
Worker Decisions
Decisions
-0.421™"
(0.0841)
0.254"
(0.0967)
0.105 -0.0565
(0.0775) (0.0505)
-0.0122 -0.0279
(0.0525) (0.0198)
-1.487" 9.056""
(0.103) (1.252)
186 186

Public Securit;
Spending

-0.291"""
(0.0771)

0.314™
(0.0864)
0.120
(0.0855)
0.00177""
(0.000433)
-0.00219™"
(0.000517)
0.480"
(0.196)
-0.308"
(0.166)
2.253
(4.644)
0.143
(4.568)
1.631°"
(0.466)
-2.070""
(0.360)
1.102
(1.330)
-0.993
(1.431)
-0.00000407
(0.0000477)
0.0000126
(0.0000549)
0.0168
(0.0128)
0.00404
(0.0129)
-0.681
(1.364)
0.215
(1.124)
-38.19
(60.80)
179

Robust standard errors in parentheses. p <0.10, " » <0.05,™" p <0.01

Split
Decisions

-0.417""
(0.0916)

-0.200°
(0.106)
0.0376
(0.0786)
0.000281
(0.000532)
-0.000378
(0.000551)
-0.0649
(0.219)
0.211
(0.175)
-11.20°
(5.589)
9.283
(5.664)
-0.0286
(0.512)
-0.429
(0.478)
0.140
(0.878)
-0.602
(1.091)
-0.0000131
(0.0000609)
0.000134™
(0.0000640)
0.00317
(0.0176)
0.00729
(0.0177)
1.534
(1.032)
-1.264
(1.098)
-30.96
(70.98)
179

Judicial Decisions

Pro-Worker Pro-Business
Decisions Decisions
-0.446""

(0.110)
0.190"
(0.0798)
0.196" -0.0371
(0.108) (0.0526)
-0.0215 -0.0244
(0.0640) (0.0406)
-0.000418 -0.000141

(0.000447) (0.000244)
0.000444 -0.0000352

(0.000457) (0.000284)

0.111 0.0499
(0.218) (0.0790)
-0.279 0.0544
(0.182) (0.0675)
14.05™ -0.955
(5.590) (2.531)
-10.19° 0.763
(5.814) (2.589)
-0.0243 0.0297
(0.571) (0.241)

0.489 -0.124
(0.438) (0.232)
0.0396 -0.319
(0.659) (0.686)
0.644 -0.133
(0.802) (0.718)

0.0000333 0.00000164

(0.0000572) (0.0000187)

-0.000143" 0.0000338

(0.0000696) (0.0000255)
-0.00107 0.00281
(0.0177) (0.00628)

-0.0111 0.00889
(0.0202) (0.00695)
-2.077" -0.113
(0.986) (0.658)

2.120° -0.416
(1.137) (0.778)

15.07 -6.709
(61.92) (27.32)

179 179
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A Public Security (L1)
A Split (L1)

A Pro-Worker (L1)
Pro-Business (L1)

A Strikes

A Strikes (L1)

GDP Per Capita

GDP Per Capita (L1)
Migrant Workers
Migrant Workers (L1)
SOE Employment
SOE Employment (L1)
Tertiary Sector
Tertiary Sector (L1)
Labor NGOs

Labor NGOs (L1)
Union Activity

Union Activity (L1)
Population

Population (L1)
Urban

Urban (L1)

Constant

N

Table 3: Strikes and Policy Outcomes 2004-2013

Judicial Decisions

Pro-Worker Pro-
Decisions Business
Decisions
-0.397 -0.550"
(0.246) (0.214)
0314
(0.0614)

Public Security Split

Spending Decisions Spending

-0.358""

(0.0620)

0.383™"

(0.0892)
-0.0383

(0.0361)
-0.00346
(0.0272)

0.106™"
(0.0365)
-0.0542
(0.0407)

0.184™" -0.0924™
(0.0494) (0.0250)
-0.248"" 0.0572

(0.0681) (0.0423)

-0.0401
(0.0454)
-0.252"
(0.0953)

(0.000625)

-0.00209™"

(0.000596)
0.198
(0.151)
-0.294™"
(0.104)
4.243"
(2.278)
-0.413
(3.195)
1.382"
(0.522)
-1.629""
(0.435)
1.627
(1.771)
-1.738
(1.858)
-0.0000298
(0.0000547)
0.0000397
(0.0000708)
0.0131
(0.0161)
0.0111
(0.0252)
-1.549
(1.489)
1.689
(1.220)

25.95™ 2279 -1.562"" 7.068"" -97.12

(4.252) (0.114) (0.0921) (1.096) (69.47)
248 248 248 248 241

-0.397 -0.550"

Robust standard errors in parentheses. p <0.10, " » <0.05,™" p <0.01

Public Securit;

Split Decisions

-0.320™"
(0.0662)

-0.163™"
(0.0492)
0.0937
(0.0616)
(0.000509)
-0.000878"
(0.000446)
-0.0226
(0.183)
-0.0167
0.127)
-2.189
(2.711)
3.996
(2.427)
0.548
(0.428)
-0.547
(0.337)
0.272
(0.887)
-0.509
(0.831)
-0.0000179
(0.0000266)
0.0000111
(0.0000218)
0.0115
(0.0179)
0.00177
(0.0144)
1.344
(0.934)
-1.275
(0.990)
-69.99
(42.61)
241

Judicial Decisions

Pro-Worker
Decisions

-0.373"™"
(0.0701)

0.152"
(0.0585)
-0.110"
(0.0523)
(0.000432)
0.000847""
(0.000393)
0.0839
(0.169)
-0.0157
(0.122)
2.901
(2.776)
-3.502
(2.687)
-0.536
(0.457)
0.528"
(0.290)
-0.0408
0.615)
0.529
(0.669)
0.0000272
(0.0000241)
-0.0000112
(0.0000252)
-0.0153
(0.0184)
0.000897
(0.0158)
-1.839"
(0.968)
1.899"
(1.008)
64.58
(46.05)
241
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Pro-Busines

Decisions

0.264""
(0.0816)
-0.0169
(0.0255)
-0.00526
(0.0377)
(0.000187)
0.0000714
(0.000168)
0.0519
(0.0734)
0.0712
(0.0603)
-0.276
(0.857)
-0.0847
(0.905)
0.125
(0.175)
-0.0906
(0.170)
-0.306
(0.628)
0.0149
(0.617)
-0.0000011:
(0.0000135
0.0000120
(0.0000132
0.00225
(0.00519)
0.00467
(0.00523)
-0.0873
(0.530)
-0.381
(0.576)
4.987
(20.17)
241



Robustness Checks

A few checks are in order. First, the more standard way of drawing causal inferences from
observational panel data like mine is to run an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression with unit
(i.e., province) and period (i.e., year) fixed effects and without elaborate lags. This involves an
assumption of only an immediate effect of protest on policy and precludes measuring the long-
run impact of unrest as [ have done. But it deals with certain year-to-year biases, such as
possible changes over time in the censorship of strike news. I estimate such a model while
leaving the previously differenced variables still differenced (see Appendices 2a and 2b). Strikes
remain significantly and positively correlated with Public Security for the years 2004-2011 and
negatively (but insignificantly) correlated with Public Security for the years 2004-2013, while
Strikes and Pro-Worker rulings remain positively and significantly correlated regardless of the

years used. In other words, the results stand.

Second, given that my dependent variable Public Security measures not only police expenditures
but also (to a likely limited degree) judicial costs, and given that numbers of formally mediated,
arbitrated, and litigated disputes potentially closely track fluctuations in my independent
variable, Strikes, it is conceivable that my finding regarding a correlation between Strikes and
police investments really represents something more mundane than a coercive response to unrest,
namely the increased costs borne by courts with a higher caseload. To test for this, I re-run the
first ADL regression in Tables 2 and 3, this time with formally adjudicated employment cases as
the independent variable (Disputes) in the place of strikes, protests, and riots. The outcome is a
negative correlation between disputes and Public Security, irrespective of whether the data is
from before or after the year 2012 (see Appendix 3). This suggests that workers protesting have

a different impact from workers bringing cases to court. Perhaps, labor litigation drives down
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police expenses by taking angry employees off the streets. Regardless, we can be confident that

the correlations seen in Tables 2 and 3 are not merely the result of an overworked judiciary.

Third and finally, a very small sub-set of provinces / years with unusually high levels of unrest
could be responsible for the correlations found in both Tables 2 and 3. I therefore drop all the
observations with more than 50 strikes in my self-created dataset (N=4). My previous findings
remain robust (see Appendices 3a and 3b). When I re-estimate the ADL models, strikes are still
significantly positively correlated with public security and with pro-worker rulings at the 10
percent level (interestingly, though, the previous negative correlation with split rulings becomes
insignificant). This exercise should not suggest that the dropped observations are irrelevant,
however. The hotbeds of unrest they represent are actually in the vanguard of China’s evolving
industrial relations and their experiences may be indicative of what is in store for other parts of
the country if present dynamics continue. By their very extremity, high-protest areas also reveal
the relationship between contention and policy with particular clarity—a point that I will follow

up on in more detail in the next chapter.

The Dual Reaction Broadly Confirmed

My hypothesis that authoritarian regimes, especially state socialist and post-socialist ones, react
to workplace conflict with a combination of repression and responsiveness, is broadly confirmed
in the case of China. For most of the past decade, all else equal, more strikes, protests, and riots
in my dataset are correlated with more public security spending and more pro-worker decisions
(and not even just split decisions). My ancillary findings are also of interest. Large migrant
worker populations appear to be worrying for officials, who spend significantly more on public

security when a higher proportion of their residents are outsiders. Consistent with the theory that
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service work is stabilizing—or that protests by service workers are not seen as a threat by
authorities—a larger tertiary sector is correlated with significantly lower public security
spending. More SOE employment, meanwhile, means more pro-worker rulings. This could
reflect a lingering official sympathy for the old socialist “master class” or simply the depth of
state sector employees’ grievances. Labor NGOs are not a significant contributor to security
spending or judicial decisions, perhaps because of their low numbers and concentration in only a
few provinces (Guangdong and Beijing, especially). More enterprises with “wage-only”
collective contracts mean fewer pro-worker and more down-the-middle rulings, reinforcing
critiques of the All China Federation of Trade Unions as a cautious organization unwilling to
side fully with employees (though my case study of Guangdong’s portion of the Pearl River
Delta in Chapter 4 will describe a few notable instances of union reform). I will revisit worker
demographics, enterprise ownership types, and the roles of NGOS and the ACFTU in greater
detail in the following, qualitative chapters. The reversal of the relationship between unrest and
public security spending in 2012 and 2013, finally, presents a small puzzle and suggests that
national-level elite politics may also deserve consideration in analyses of contention and state
policy. The addition of more recent data should reveal whether these two years amount to a blip
or the beginning of a new trend. For the reasons noted above, a blip seems more likely. Elite
politics at a different level—leading politicians of provinces and directly administered cities—
will be explored in Chapter 7. First, however, I will set up two comparative case studies to
check the validity of the measures I used, capture the full interplay of social forces at play in
China’s workplaces, and trace the possible mechanisms linking protest and policy. This chapter
articulated and tested a regime-level explanation regarding the impact of workers under

authoritarianism; I will now seek to identify the regional dynamics that underpin it.
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3. Cases and Fields

The previous chapter established the overall (average) trajectory of Chinese labor politics.
Specifically, it found that unrest at the provincial level was positively correlated with spending
on the police and with formally adjudicated employment disputes settled in workers’ favor. This
pattern was interpreted as support for my hypothesis that the state is responding to labor
resistance in a dual manner: repressive and responsive. In this chapter, I begin by arguing that
in-depth case studies are necessary to check the validity of the measures I used, to capture the
full interplay of social forces in China’s workplaces, and to trace the possible mechanisms
linking protest and policy. Based on the principles of “most similar” cases and “nested
analysis,” I furthermore provide evidence that Jiangsu’s portion of the Yangtze River Delta
(YRD) and Guangdong’s portion of the Pearl River Delta (PRD) are especially well suited to this
task. Both regions are very wealthy, are thoroughly integrated into the global economy, and are
magnets for migrant workers. However, they vary with regard to their levels of strikes, protests,
and riots and their scores on the two policy indicators, police spending and dispute outcomes,
from my statistical analysis. Specifically, the YRD is slightly above average on all counts—a
little more resistance, a little more repression, and a little more responsiveness than most parts of
China—while the PRD marks the furthest extreme, i.e., the absolute most resistance, most
repression, and most responsiveness in the country. Finally, I provide a summary of field theory
and introduce the idea of a “field of Chinese labor politics” and of “regional fields” within it,
explaining how these concepts can be used to analyze the ways in which the various forces

within the deltas interact with each other to produce such contrasting dynamics.
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Limits of Statistical Analysis

The statistical analysis in the previous chapter revealed broad patterns of labor protest and policy
response across China. However, although it did so using the best quantitative measures
available, questions of measurement validity inevitably remain (Adcock and Collier 2001). Does
more investment in public security really represent more repression? After all, police officers
can intimidate protesters (e.g., by videotaping them or violently assaulting them) but can also be
deployed neutrally (e.g., to maintain the flow of traffic). Do more “pro-worker” or split judicial
rulings really mean a growing state bias in workers’ favor (or, rather, a correction back from a
previous bias toward capital)? In my analysis, as noted, dispute outcome data stands in for a
wide range of government practices that are difficult to quantify. These activities range from the
methods used by officials who are deployed to factories to diffuse conflicts onsite to slow-
moving changes in the responsiveness of local labor bureaus and state-controlled trade unions.
Moreover, in order to focus narrowly on the relationship between protest and policy, the
statistical analysis controlled away important factors, such as enterprise ownership types, worker
demographics, the role of NGOs and unions, etc. To the extent that these factors featured in the
discussion of my findings, they did so in an isolated manner (e.g., the correlation between NGOs
and police spending, all else equal). Without a more holistic view, one that takes into account
the complex relationships existing between all of the different variables, it is difficult to identify

the precise mechanisms that link unrest and political change—or be certain that the link exists.

Benefits of Case Studies

Case study analysis can compensate for the gaps in large-N analysis noted above. It can, first of

all, provide a level of detail that helps us avoid “vague, amorphous conceptualizations” or what
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Sartori (1970, 1034) calls “conceptual stretching”—as well as downright flawed
operationalizations of key variables (Adcock and Collier 2001). Case studies also lend
themselves to “process tracing” or documenting “the links between possible causes and observed
outcomes” (Bennett and George 2005, 6). This tracing need not follow a straight line between X
and Y. Cases can accommodate “complex causal relations, such as equifinality, complex
interactions effects, and path dependency,” which are difficult to model statistically (Bennett and
George 2005, 19-22). If we further relax our narrow focus on cause and effect, moreover, case
analysis can help us understand sets of relationships as intricate wholes, with certain base
conditions affecting key variables, even as the variables affect each other and the base conditions
themselves. Field theory, which I discuss in the second half of this chapter, provides a

framework for a broad analysis of this sort. First, I explain my case selection.

Case Selection

In choosing my cases, I adopt Lieberman’s (2005) strategy of “nested analysis.” According to
Lieberman, if estimating a large-N, statistical model yields support for a hypothesis, the natural
next step is to engage in “model-testing small-N analysis” using cases that fall roughly “on the
line” of the relationships already documented. Such cases are what Gerring (2008, 649) calls
“typical cases.” These might be average instances of some phenomenon; however, says Gerring,
“Cases with untypical scores on a particular dimension (e.g., very high or very low) may still be
typical examples of a causal relationship,” because “causal typicality involves the selection of a
case that conforms to expectations about some general causal relationship... it performs as
expected” (Ibid.). In other words, extreme cases qualify. If the details of such cases, not just
their aggregate scores, fit a hypothesis, then we ought to have greater confidence in the

hypothesis; if they do not fit, then it may be necessary to examine other cases, both “on” and “off
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the line,” and engage in a round of “model-building small-N analysis” (Lieberman 2005). As my
hypothesis outlined at the beginning of Chapter 2—of resistance yielding both repression and
shows of responsiveness—was broadly confirmed by my statistical analysis, I use on the line,

typical cases for my initial comparison.

To reduce omitted variable bias, I further ensure that my cases are “most similar” cases. As
Przeworski and Teune (1970, 32) explain, in a “most similar” comparison, cases are chosen that
differ so little on most measures that “if some important differences are found... then the number
of factors attributable to these differences will be sufficiently small to warrant explanation in
terms of those differences alone.” Obviously, these selection criteria should all be treated as
ideals, not absolute rules. No case is entirely typical, even by Gerring’s broad definition, and
any two cases will contain innumerable differences upon close inspection, no matter how
superficially similar they appear. But aiming for a rough approximation of these ideals yields
more focused analysis—even if that analysis veers away from a focus on strictly causal

relationships to examine broad “fields” of interaction, as mine will in subsequent chapters.

Data Sources

The principal data sources for my case studies are 141 interviews I conducted between the fall of
2014 and summer of 2015, across three research trips to China (supplemented by 73 preliminary
interviews conducted in 2011). Interviewees included workers, businesspeople, labor activists,
labor academics, and public officials. All of the conversations were “unstructured” or “semi-
structured,” meaning I came into them with an agenda, but a flexible one (Bernard 2006, chap.
9). Some of the interviews were with individuals; others, with groups. Appendix 4 lists each by

number. Protesters were found through reading online write-ups of unrest. I reached officials
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and labor activists through personal contacts or through cold-calling local governments and
organizations (which in turn referred me to others). As such, my selection process amounted to
“snowball sampling.” Most conversations lasted at least an hour or more, but many, such as my
discussions with protesting workers, were very short interactions. With two exceptions, I did not
record any of the interviews, opting to instead take handwritten notes and “jottings™ and type up
these notes as soon after the interviews as possible (Fretz, Fretz, and Shaw 1995). The
quotations used are thus usually rough approximations of what was said. Because of security
concerns, I do not use individuals’ names in any place in the dissertation and do not include
dates. I add information from over 200 municipal and provincial yearbooks. News reports and
secondary literature further complement these sources. However, I avoid including any public

sources that could compromise my interviewees’ anonymity.

Two Deltas

My chosen case studies are Jiangsu’s portion of the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) on China’s
central coast and Guangdong’s portion of the Pearl River Delta (PRD) on the southern coast.
These regions fall roughly “on the line” of labor unrest, police spending, and judicial decisions,
allowing for both model-testing small-N analysis and process tracing, consistent with the method
of “nested analysis.” As the scatterplot in Figure 5 shows, Jiangsu province / year observations
fall slightly above the average in terms of both strikes and investment in public security, while
Guangdong province / year observations have the absolute highest values on both measures.
Figure 6 reveals the same dynamic at work with regard to strikes and split judicial decisions, as
the contrast between the regions is clearer with these than fully pro-worker decisions.
Guangdong’s values are so extreme they distort the whole scatterplots, making the other

observations appear clumped together, (i.e., if Jiangsu is a traditional “typical” case, Guangdong

63



nonetheless evinces what Gerring calls “causal typicality”—it follows the same pattern as other
cases, just in a more extreme manner). Figures 7 and 8§ contain scatterplots without Guangdong

to show the province’s influence. The pattern is actually more obvious without the province.

Figure 5: Strikes and Public Security Spending

o
o
o 4
=]
<)
o o
£8 |
28
g
= 8 ® Guan
§ =d Guangdong
L;L_) 8 ® Guangdong
?E'-’ ® Guangdong
28
[ ¥ =]
IR=]
'zv
5
<§ [=}
(=}
L O
5
a
o
s
o T T T T T
0 50 100 150 200 250
Strikes Per Province
Figure 6: Strikes and Split Decisions
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Figure 7: Strikes and Public Security Spending
(Minus Guangdong)

400.00 600.00

Public Security Spending Per Province (100M RMB)
200.00

0.00

@ Jiangsu
@ Jiangsu
) @ Shandong @ Zhejiang
®Jiangsu @ ghandong
@ Hubei
T T T T
0 20 40 60

Strikes Per Province
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Even as they offer contrasts in terms of their labor unrest and labor policy, the YRD and PRD are
as alike as any two regions in China can be with regard to most important economic and political
variables. Table 4 displays the 2013 rankings of Jiangsu and Guangdong in terms of provincial
GDP, GDP per capita, exports, total investment by foreign enterprises, and number of migrant
workers relative to all of China’s 31 provinces, directly administered cities, and autonomous
regions (hereinafter all referred to as “provinces’). My cases are never more than three notches
apart. On three of the five measures—GDP, exports, and foreign investment—they trade first
and second place. With the exception of GDP per capita, the cases always rank in the top 15
percent of all provinces. This pattern, in keeping with the “most similar” case selection
approach, allows us to focus on the principle drivers of their divergent patterns of protest and
policy. Of course, there are more nuances than immediately meet the eye. In subsequent

chapters, I provide details that amend some of the regions’ seeming similarities.

Table 4: Jiangsu and Guangdong Ranked

Jiangsu Guangdong
GDP 2 1 Top 10%
GDP Per Capita 4 7 Top 15-25%
Exports 2 1 Top 10%
Total Investment by Foreign Firms 1 2 Top 10%
Number of Migrant Workers 4 1 Top 5-15%

Source: China Statistical Datasheet 2014.

The Field of Chinese Labor Politics

Once the cases are chosen, what is the best way to approach them? “Field theory” offers a
means of understanding different regions of China as not only “observations” with different

scores on different variables, but as clusters of activity in their own right—"“fields”—that are
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bounded and contained within yet broader clusters. It can point to common constraints and
openings across such clusters of activity. By focusing not on simple cause and effect but more
complex relationships, where actors shape each other’s preferences and behaviors, furthermore it
allows us to observe how clusters can reach equilibrium or descend into crisis. In particular, it
can show the leverage actors can get from various “rules of the game” in their spheres of
action—and how they might, ultimately change those rules. Finally and most basically, field
theory provides a means of organizing our discussion of very complicated places, actor by actor,

in order to yield clear comparisons.

Field Theory

As noted in Chapter 1, field theory takes its inspiration from the study of electromagnetism: a
given field charges the objects within it in different ways depending on their location, thereby
affecting their relations with each other; without the objects, though, the field itself would only
be “a potential” (Martin 2003). Thus, the objects do not encounter and “affect” each other
completely independently. Moreover, the properties of the field and its objects are mutually
constitutive. The objects of a social field are groups struggling for dominance (or control of the
relevant form of “capital” within their sphere, e.g., economic capital, cultural capital, social
capital, see Bourdieu 1986). For example, in the juridical field, various types of legal
professionals—judges, corporate lawyers, human rights advocates, legal scholars—compete to
define the law, even as they are constrained by its precedents and procedures (Bourdieu 1984).
Fligstein (2001) divides groups into challengers and incumbents. Incumbents strive to maintain
the fields they dominate by, among other things, avoiding antagonizing other powerful groups (if
there are any), while groups lower on the social hierarchy take advantage of what limited space

1s available to them to assert their interests on the incumbents’ terms. At moments of crisis,
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however, “current arrangements start to break down,” subordinate groups challenge incumbents,
and a new field is formed (Ibid., 109). External events are the most common causes of crises,
but crises can also “originate between groups in a particular field,” when groups have developed

the “social skills” to organize coalitions for change (Ibid.).

Groups in Chinese Labor Politics

The “field” of “Chinese labor politics” can be said to constitute a specific manifestation of the
field of Chinese politics more generally. It has its own actors, issues, and relationships.
Borrowing from traditional theories of “industrial relations systems” (e.g., Dunlop 1958), we can
understand this field-within-a-field as containing three principle groups, namely capital (or in
industrial relations parlance, “management”), labor, and the state. These groups are not equal in
China. Capital may hold exceptional power at some times and in some settings, but the state
always dominates. As Taylor, Chang, and Li (Taylor, Chang, and Li 2003, 46) write, “All other
actors, and all industrial relations processes, act either with a relative autonomy permitted by or
neglected by the state, and have as their primary relationship the state in some form or another.”

This is the root of descriptions of China’s economy as “crony capitalist,” “bureaucratic
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capitalist,” “market Leninist,” “market Stalinist,” “state capitalist,” and “capitalist with Chinese
characteristics” (Au and Bai 2010, for example, essentially adopt a “bureaucratic capitalist”
framework, repeatedly highlighting the financial benefits accruing to bureaucrats under the
current system). Regardless of the precise terminology used, it is widely understood that
Chinese officialdom collectively comprises the key player against which other players must
position themselves. For a crisis to occur, the incumbent state need not be overthrown—a tall

order in China or anywhere—but its day-to-day control over capital and labor must be

significantly weakened.
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The three principle groups in the field of Chinese labor politics can be broken down further.
Capital then takes the form of foreign direct investment, domestic private capital, and the
resilient state sector (if we understand SOEs as employers first and foremost). As my
dissertation concerns the relationship between workers and the state, the different forms capital
can take (and the different kinds of political capital they possess) will be of interest only
inasmuch as they affect worker-state interactions. For instance, workers in SOEs are more likely
to raise claims rooted in a “moral economy” or “socialist social contract” (Hurst and O’Brien
2002; Lee 2007), and as noted in the previous chapter, officials may feel especially responsible
to this group (Cai 2010). Some forms of domestic private capital and foreign direct investment,
because they are aimed at manufacturing for export, are especially vulnerable to international
economic trends and can dry up during global downturns, resulting in job losses. The threat of
unrest from laid off employees gives these forms of capital, too, a special claim on the state’s
attention. Particularly exploitative firms may also be more likely to spur worker unrest, making

them an object of official scrutiny.

Labor, meanwhile, can be divided into /ocal and migrant workers. Migrant workers hail from
rural areas and lack full rights within the cities where they are employed. I will further focus on
another distinction within what Ray (1999) calls the “field of protest”: between the activism of
workers themselves and of labor NGOs. Workers themselves strike and protest with only the
barest forms of planning and leadership (Leung 2015). Labor NGOs, meanwhile, have existed in
China since the late 1990s. They are few in number. Some are at the center of wide webs of
activists, including cells on shop floors; others simply provide basic services to workers upon
request. Their programming borrows elements from law firms, community groups, foreign trade

unions, corporate social responsibility initiatives, and muckraking journalism. Organized crime
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networks and native place associations also bring Chinese workers together (C. K. Chan 2010).
But NGOs are the most institutionalized worker-side force in the country’s labor politics. Their

future development (more than their current role) should be of concern for authorities.

The state, finally, can be divided into its legislation and implementation component, on the one
hand, and its mass organization component, on the other. Labor legislation is passed by People’s
Congresses at different levels (under Party guidance) and is implemented by, among others, the
Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security (also referred to as the labor bureau). The
country’s only mass organization for workers, the ACFTU, as noted in the previous chapter, has
been explained as a semi-independent entity, engaged in “quadripartite bargaining” alongside
capital, labor, and the state (Feng Chen 2010). It has also been portrayed as a corporatist peak
organization in the making (A. Chan 1993). But despite occasional bids for greater autonomy,
such as during the Hundred Flowers Movement and during the liberal 1980s (see China Labour
Bulletin 2009b; Perry 1994; Pringle 2011), and despite promising reforms, some of which will be
the subject of later chapters, the ACFTU has largely defined its principle task as carrying out
CCP policy and ensuring industrial “harmony.” It does so in part simply by monopolizing the
space that truly worker-driven organizations might otherwise occupy (Gallagher 2015, 210).
Finally, we must consider the state’s coercive arm. This includes first and foremost the work of
policemen and policewomen and the paramilitary PAP. But it also includes the government’s
less overtly repressive, more informal means of exerting pressure—which are made possible by
the threat of tougher tactics. Governments, even single-party authoritarian ones, are not

monoliths. Again, they can pursue multiple approaches at once.
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The Environment

All of these groups can be understood as engaged in struggle within a framework—in industrial
relations systems theory, an “environment” (see again Dunlop 1958)—that is at once a product
of their struggle and a limit on what they can do. This environment naturally includes China’s
market conditions—growth and contraction, labor surpluses and shortages, and the like. But it
also includes a tangle of (often contradictory) norms. These range from a lingering sympathy for
egalitarian ideals rooted in the socialist era to an unshakeable belief in the necessity of rapid
economic development that bridges the socialist and reform eras. Most important, though, is the
norm of “social stability” (shehui wending). The fact that the realization of this norm benefits the
state more than labor and even capital speaks to the state’s position as the dominant, agenda-
setting actor in the field. Drawing on the work of A. Wallace (1961), Johnson (1970b) writes
that we can distinguish between a regime’s “goal culture” and “transfer culture.” The former
consists of its “image of the ultimate utopia,” whereas the later “specifies what steps the...
leadership must take (or is invoked to justify the steps the leadership does take) to move toward
the goal culture” (Ibid., 7). For the Chinese government, “stability maintenance” has come to be
seen as absolutely necessary for the realization of a number of aspects of the country’s long-term
“goal culture”—for instance, development (with these goals being a clear step down from the
more ambitious goals of the socialist period). These themes can be found in multiple statements.
For example, at a July 2012 meeting of the Politics and Law Committee in Tianjin, officials were
bluntly instructed, “Place the maintenance of social stability in a position above all else” (Legal
Daily 2012). And during a conference on strengthening judicial work, Xinhua reported,
“Attendees. .. stressed the mission to maintain social stability, promote social equity and justice,

and guarantee that people live and work in peace” (Xinhua 2016). Stability may also, of course,
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justify abuses of authority. However, the state is constrained by its perceived need for harmony,
too. Groups can win concessions from the government by threatening stability, as labor does
with its strikes and protests, or by aligning their needs with stability, as capital does when it
portrays factory bankruptcies as destabilizing. I return to this dynamic in Chapter 6, when [

examine the precise mechanisms connecting protest and policy.

Multiple Fields

If these groups and their environment and norms seem abstract, this is because the real action
may be best understood as occurring in a series of regional fields. The boundaries of these are
defined both geographically and by the relative intensity of the interactions between different
actors in them, whether via market exchange or political institutions. Some fields are relatively
stable, approximating the well-oiled machines imagined by industrial relations systems theory
(for a critique, see S. J. Wood et al. 1975), where each group has a clearly defined role and where
rules for resolving disagreements are largely settled and unchanging. Others, for external or
internal reasons, have clearly entered a period of crisis, with subordinate groups starting to
challenge incumbents. In the foll