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Preface |

The white goods industry in China was one of the first to open up to
competition. Domestic production of white goods has increased
enormously. The vast rural population remains a market to be supplied,
waiting on electrification and a sufficiency of disposable income but most
living rooms in the towns and cities now have their refrigerator, and no
longer so much as a matter of pride in possession but simply as a staple of
modern life. The massive increase in production has been fuelled by the
entry into China of the leading foreign multinationals and by the merger,
entry into joint ownership and privatisation of former SOEs. It is in this
context that Wei Zhao examines changes in factory regime in the industry
with special reference to two factories situated in Anhui Province.
Labour costs in both factories ate cheap compared to more developed
economies but this does not mean that, given what else is on offer,
wages are unattractive to workers (though the rules of the wages system
are clearly being learnt), nor that managements rest on their laurels-thete
is ample evidence here, in the face of overproduction, of fierce
competition which drives attempts to minimise defects, to hold down
costs, enhance quality and, to these ends, to control labour. A
powerful theme underlying the book is that what is crucial for such
developments is not a change in formal ownership but exposure to the

market which determines the logic of real economic relations.
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The first factory consideted, is now under the control of a German
multinational, which tired of a previous joint ownership arrangement,
and it was its German managers of the FIE who were instrumental in
introducing much tighter control over quality, a pay system that workers
falsely believe to be ‘ German’ and an intensification of labour that
pressurises workers, mentally and physically, and has speeded up work
to an hitherto unsurpassed degree. Set alongside these developments and
stemming initially from the mid 1980s those who wotk in these factories
have experienced the ending of the danwei welfare system, the stripping
out of factory-based housing, pension and medical support, and the end
of what, in effect, was lifetime employment. Wei Zhao not only
documents these developments but interweaves hetr account with the
words of the factory’s workers, and to an extent its managers, here, as
in the second case study, bringing to life what lies behind headline
figures for production, productivity and profit.

The second factory considered, is of particular significance in relation
to the theme that it is immersion in market relations rather than formal
ownership that matters for capitalistic behaviour. This factory had been
an SOE for over 50 years and had only recently been taken over by a
ptivate owner before reverting to state ownership. It is seen that it has
been market-driven over the last two decades irrespective of its
ownership and that , as in some other fitms in the industry, a
management had emerged in the 1980s which took over the power to
make decisions and ceased to be only administrative cadtes before state
policy had marked this change of direction. As at Company A, the drive
to profitability impacted on management as well as labour, both for
example being subject to the five percent elimination system, introduced
in 1995, whereby five percent of workers in each department had to be
eliminated each year in accordance with their worse performance as

measured by the HRM department, the HRM department being an
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innovation of the early 1990s. In 1983 a system of 22 rules was imposed
to strengthen labour discipline the principle being to link individual
performance to monetary punishment. At about the same time a step was
made toward instituting a dual employment system which was ultimately,
still under the banner of an SOE, to result in the use of rural migrant
agency wotkers. Under pressute of competition from the entrance of
foreign capital cheap housing, dormitories, the provision of
kindetgarten and primary school were abolished out as was extra
foodstuff traditionally provided at festivals. If anything, the SOE
adopted stricter policies to control and dominate workers than the
German owned company did.

In the face of such developments the trade union remained largely
ineffective in both factories. The author brings out the importance of the
individual skills, commitment and connections of the ttade union Chair
as factors that determine whether anything can be done at all but overall
it is clear that the trade union is ineffective as the representative of an
oppositional force. The use of verbatim material further underlines that
workers and union officials themselves are aware of this, for here as
elsewhere, the account provided is enriched by the voices of Chinese

wotkers themselves.

Theo Nichols
Distinguish Research Professor
School of Social Sciences

Cardiff University
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This thesis is a study of Chinese workers in the white goods industry, in
particular, workers in refrigerator factories in Anhui Province. It explores
the change of factory regime and its impacts on workers during the
development of the white goods industry and the process of
marketization and privatisation. -

There have been a certain number of academic research studies on
factory regimes in European and North American settings, and in récent
years, research into China’s industrial relations has increased. In contrast,
changes of factory regimes based on a particular industry have been
largely ignored by foreign and Chinese scholars. This thesis aims to
contribute to the understanding of the impact on the wotkers and the
trade unions of the change in factory regimes in the process of China’s
transition towards a2 market economy.

This thesis utilises qualitative and quantitative research methods, but
mainly uses qualitative methods. Case studies were conducted in two
companies in China. Eighty-three semi-structured interviews with
wortkers, managers, trade union officials and scholars were
completed. Structured interviews were conducted with 50 wotkers, and
50 managers responded to a questionnaire survey. In addition, secondary
data referring to the Chinese white goods industry, both in Chinese and

English, were collected mainly from statistical information published by
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government agencies and business bodies.

It is argued that market relations rather than ownership transformation
play a crucial role in the change of factory regime. It is not always true
that the workers benefit from the good performance of the enterprises
under the market economy with Chinese characteristics. In the context of
the market economy, China’s trade unions have retained their traditional
concept. Their fundamental change is ultimately dependent on reform
within the Party. Furthermore, the division- of labour with Chinese
characteristics makes for additional difficulty in the formation of China’s

working class.
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