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FORWORD

I am very pleased to learn that Chinese social scientists have conducted
research on the changing role of the political commissar aboard China’s ocean-
going merchant ships. Changes in the work and status of political commissars
inevitably reflect the changing role of the state as an economic, political and
social force in China’s on-going social and economic transformation. We may,
therefore, through a close and sensitive analysis of the shipboard political
commissar system develop a genuine insight into the ways in which the overall
transformation of Chinese reforms may affect the everday life of ordinary
people.

I worked as a seafarer on merchant ships for eight years and that
experience, taken together with more recent studies and observations, tells me
that in many respects the seafaring life today is still very similar to the way it
was when I was a young seaman fifty years ago. The job can still be physically
arduous and sometimes very dangerous. Socially, the life of the seafarer which
could always be lonely because unlike jobs ashore, there were relatively few
opportunities to be with other family members, lead a varied social life and be
with old friends. There are still the same restrictions on social life and it can be
easily argued that the seafaring life is now more socially isolating that at any
other time in maritime history. Although the average speed of ships has
certainly increased, long sea passages are still normal, port times have decreased
dramatically and crews are less than half the size. Taken together, these factors
all point to a more alienating life for seafarers. In these sorts of circumstances
and by retaining the socially cohesive role of the commissar, it is entirely

possible that in overcoming the shortcomings of the planned economy and in
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building the new China, the new commissars of the new order can lead the

world in sustaining a humane and sensitive social order for seafarers.

Tony Lane, Professor

Director

Seafarers International Research Centre
Cardiff University

United Kingdom

2 July 2003
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