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An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the Annual
One-Day Conference of The British Association for Chinese
St udi es, "The Crowd in China,” University of Warw ck,
Sept enber 14, 2001.

Plainly put, the Chinese state has lost its legitimcy for some tens of
mllions anpbng its old urban proletariat. |In their current guise as inform
| aborers, these people constitute a largely wunstudied conponent of the
transition to capitalismin China, a blight on that rosiness of reformwth
its supposed rising prosperity that one often hears about.l Those conprising
this mass consist of that sorry section of the country's manual | aborers whose

post was snatched from beneath them in the nane of efficiency and profits in

1 On the attitudes and protests of the workforce and
former workforce, see Ching Kwan Lee, "From Organized
Dependence to Di sorgani zed Despotism  Changi ng Labour Regi nes
in Chinese Factories,"” The China Quarterly (hereafter CQ, No.
157 (1999): 44-71; Antoine Kernen and Jean-Louis Rocca, "The
Ref orm of State-Owned Enterprises and its Social Consequences
in Shenyang and Liaoning" (M., 1999); and Jean-Loui s Rocca,
"Od Wrking Class, New Working Class: Reforns, Labour Crisis
and the Two Faces of Conflicts in Chinese Urban Areas" (first
draft). Paper presented at the Second Annual Conference of
the European Union-China Academ c Network, January 21-22,
1999, Centro de Estudios de Asia Oiental, Universidad
Aut onoma de Madrid, Spain; Marc Bl echer, "Strategies of
Chi nese State Legitimation Aong the Wrking Class.” Paper
presented to the Wirkshop on Strategies of State Legitimtion
in Contenporary China, Center for Chinese Studies, University
of California at Berkeley, My 7-9, 1999; and Ching Kwan Lee,

"The “revenge of history': Col l ective nenories and |abor
protests in northeastern China," Ethnography 1 (2): 217- 237
(2000) .



the course of the reform of the national econony, nostly in the years after
1994.

Though their nunbers have been estimated as being as | ow as just a dozen
mllion (in official countings),2 internal reports and scholarly papers have
put the tally as high as sixty million.3 And according to a m d-1999 report,
some governnent officials believed at that point that the real nunber of
wor kers who should be counted as unenployed--including all those currently
| abel ed "as waiting for work"™ but not included in the unenpl oyed statistics--
could be as high as 100 nmillion.4 \atever the precise total, even China's

own National Bureau of Statistics adnmits that nearly 31 percent of those

2 Mnistry of Labour and Social Security, National Bureau
of Statistics, "The Year 2000's Statistical Report of the
Devel opments in Labour and Social Security,"” Laodong baozhang
t ongxun [ Labor and social security bulletin], No. 6 (2001), 36
notes 6.57 mllion laid-off as of the end of 2000, but Wang
Dongjin, Deputy Mnister of Labour and Social Security,
referred in February 2001 to "some 20 mllion [laid-off
wor kers" (Reuters, "China to Lay off 6.5 MIIlion Urban Wrkers
a Month," Inside China Today, 16 February 2001.

3 Wang Depei, " Three people' and "The Second Reform k"
Gai ge neican [Reform Internal Reference] (hereafter GGNC), No.
7 (2001), 25. Econom st Hu Angang stated that China had |aid
off 55 mllion people from 1995 to md-2002 (China News

Digest, 9 July 2002). In late 2001 Tang Jun, "Soci al
discrimnation in the mninmum |iving guarantee system" paper
presented at the Conference on Social Exclusion and

Marginality in Chinese Societies, sponsored by the Centre for
Social Policy Studies of the Departnment of Applied Social
Sci ences, the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and the Soci al
Policy research Centre, Institute of Sociology, the Chinese
Acadeny of Social Sciences, Hong Kong, Novenber 16-17, 2001, 1
held that the urban unenploynent rate was then between 12 and
15 percent. See ny article,"Wy We Cannot Count the
"“Unenpl oyed," CQ, No. 167 (Septenber 2001), 671-88.

4 Wlliam H Overholt, "China in the Balance,” Nonura
Strategy Paper, Hong Kong, May 12, 1999.



enployed in the state sector as of end of year 1997 were cut (from 100.4
mllion to 76.4 million) within the follow ng four years.®

This is a group of mainly unskilled workers who, sumuarily dism ssed
from the plants where they had toiled for decades, have had to discover new
nodes of livelihood from scratch in the midst of niddle age. W can picture

their efforts to eke out a living thusly:
Along the streets of Chinese inland cities these days, the service
sector, starved nearly to death until the early 1980's, seens full of
life, packed with business, its practitioners a literal crowd. You can

get your shoes shined for two yuan® by three different peddlers on just
one bl ock, buy what is essentially the same pair of nylons for the sanme
10 yuan five or six tinmes or the sanme style ballpoint pen for two or
three yuan in the sane lane. O you can choose any one of 10 pedicabs
to deliver you as far as a couple of mles away, for as little as a

piddling three to five yuan.’
Besi des such self-enployed city folk, others anpong these nillions of

st at e- abandoned, suddenly informal 8 urban |aborers work for wages. One of mny

5 Dali L. Yang, "China in 2002: Leadership Transition and
the Political Econony of Governance," Asian Survey (hereafter
AS), 43:1 (2003), 34. Hiroshi I mai, Special Report: "China's
Growi ng Unenpl oynent Problem ™ Pacific Business and Industries
RIM (Tokyo) 11, 6 (2002), 25, says that in the |1980s, 99.2% of
ur ban workers were enployed in the publicly owned sector, 76.2
percent of them in state-owned firns and 23 percent in

col | ectives. Empl oynent in this sector continued increasing
t hrough the 1980s and into the first half of the 1990s, when a
drop comenced. By 2000, the percentage of total urban

wor kers enployed in state firms and coll ective enterprises had
fallen to 38.1 percent and 7.2 percent, respectively, for a
conbined total in "public" concerns of 45.3 percent of the
ur ban wor kf or ce.

6 A Chinese yuan is equal to about twelve cents U S..

7 This paragraph and the several ones succeeding it are
taken fromny article, "Labour Market Reform and the Plight of
the Laid-off Proletariat,” CQ No. 170 (June 2002), 304-26
See 308-09.

8 The terminformal refers to a process whereby enpl oynent
conditions beconme nore "flexible," entailing elimnation of
entitlenments and benefits, reduction of safety and other



Wihan informants was a woman who, first let go by her own firm had | ater been
di smissed from a private enterprise when its business deteriorated, and was
currently dishwashing at a restaurant for 12 hours per day for 300 yuan a
nmont h, equivalent to about three U S. dollars per day. Another, on her third
post-enterprise position, was charged with sinply standing at the gates of the
i dl e plant where she had once been enployed. A third woman di d housewor k when
contacted by the Wnen's Federation, which could be as rarely as just once a
month. She would then be paid by the hour, at the neasly rate of 3.2 ngﬂ,9
thus in slack tinmes, perhaps just four U S. dollars for the entire nonth.

A trade union study found that 48.7 percent of the "reenployed" it
counted were self-enployed, while of the other 51.3 percent who had been
hired, well over half (59 percent) were engaged in work that was only
tenporary.10 People doing this second type of informal work are described in
a set of sobering vignettes that graced the pages of the local newspaper in
the central China city of Whan in early sumrer 1998, as the nunbers of those

maki ng up the new i nformal class of furloughed workers nounted steadily:
Now in a lot of units there's irregular use of |abor, obstructing the
[laid-off] staff and workers' reenpl oynment...The textile trade's
reenpl oynent service center is entrusted with 10,000 laid-off staff and
wor kers, of whom about 400 have become reenpl oyed...not one of the 100
units that hired them has taken over social security responsibilities for
them or signed a formal contract.

Three hired as transport workers for a store's household appliance
departnment were paid only 200 yuan after a nmonth, while the store's
regul ar workers' nonthly incone averaged nore than 1,000 yuan

humane provisions at the workplace, and denial of job
security, where all of these guarantees once exi sted. These
cutbacks in welfare go along with a surge in short-term
tenporary jobs having these features, and a marked upswing in
very petty projects of brief self-enployment.

9 Wihan street interviews, Septenmber 1999.

10 Xue Zhaoyun, "Research, reflections, and suggestions
about the reenploynent situation of laid-off staff and
wor kers, " Gonghui gongzuo tongxun [Bulletin of trade union

work] 7 (2000), 8.



According to relevant regul ations, staff and workers have a three nonth-
probation period, in which wages are rather |ow. But after the three
months a clothing enterprise fired those it had taken on. O all those
pl aced out of the [reenploynent] service center, 44 percent of the total
were soon fired for reasons that had nothing to do with their job

per f or mance. 11

Besi des having to cope with the psychol ogi cal shock of losing their jobs,
those able to find work--the new inforrmalites--are generally severely strapped
financially. In a 1997 investigation in 55 cities across 17 different
provi nces, 1,300 returned questionnaires revealed that well over half (a ful
58 percent) of the laid-off in the study were obtaining an incone under 200
yuan per nonth.12 |n 1999, when the State Statistical Bureau announced that
the average national wage of an on-post urban state-owned unit worker averaged
695 yuan, only 12.6 percent of the total l|aid-off workers (as far as was known
to official statisticians) had an income over 500 yuan.13 Wth the grow ng
nunbers of people who have lost their forner jobs, it is not surprising that
by early 2000, 73 percent of China's urban popul ation had incones below the
nati onal average and just 27 percent were above it, according to a study done
in 11 major cities by the Macroeconom ¢ Research Institute of the State
Pl anni ng Commi ssi on. 14

Their better educated, nore youthful brethren, who can generally nore
readily retain their jobs or else find a place in the thriving nodern sector,

or their younger, rural-born cousins mgrating into town, fresh from the

11 Changji ang ri bao [Yangzi daily], June 2, 1998, 2.

12 "I nvestigation of urban enterprises laid-off staff and
wor kers' reenploynent situation' project topic group, "A
difficult pass and the way out,”™ from Shehuixue yanjiu
[ Soci ol ogy research] 6 (1997) [reprinted in X nhua wengao,
shehui 3 (1998), 21.

13 N.a., (2000), 36, 35.

14 State Planning Commi ssion, Macr oecononi ¢ Research
G oup, "Establishing a social protection systemis the key to
our country's social stability,” Neibu canyue [Interna

consul tations] (hereafter NBCY), May 5, 2000, 9.



countryside and prized by enployers for their brawn and their grit--and for

their readiness to reap the npbst meager of reconpense that assenbly-Iline

drudgery, construction site exertion, or nenial service and market stall jobs
provide have far less trouble getting work. But these discharged urban-
regi stered people, to the contrary--individuals whose |livelihoods and

positions were secure and whose spot in society was valued highly for decades-
-are now often at a loss in getting hired. There are also other workers,

denographically simlar to those |let go whose firns, doing marginally better,

still are sufficiently strapped financially as to be wthholding wages and
pensi ons. In the case of those who are the subject of this essay, however,
for all practical purposes the tie with their former enployers has been

sundered irrevocably. The startling thing is that these demeaned nenials
meki ng up the crowd today are city-born and -registered citizens, menbers of
the once celebrated factory proletariat, turned now into the cohort of the

xiagang,16 and not second-class innmigrating peasants, who nmade up the

15 Excell ent studies of the entire working class of today
are Ching Kwan Lee, "Pathways of Labor Insurgency,” in
El i zabeth J. Perry and Mark Selden, eds., Chinese Society:
Change, Conflict and Resistance (Routledge, 2000), Chapter
Two; idem, "Three Patterns of Wobrking-Class Transitions in
China," in Francoise Mengin and Jean-Louis Rocca, Chinese
Politics: Movi ng Frontiers (New York, Palgrave, 2002), 62-91
Jean- Louis Rocca, "Three at Once: The Mul tidi nrensi onal Scope
of Labor Crisis in China," in Mengin and Rocca, op. cit., 3-
30; and Feng Chen, "Industrial Restructuring and Wbrkers'
Resistance in China," Mdern China, (hereafter M) 29, 2
(April 2003), 237-62.

16 Officially, a xiagang worker is one who neets all of
t hese conditions: 1) s/ he began working before the contract
system was instituted in 1986 and had a formal, permanent |ob
in the state sector (plus those contract |aborers whose
contract term is not yet concluded); 2) because of his/her
firms problens in business and operations, has been let go
but has not yet cut off relations with the original firm and
3) has not yet found other work in society (see Guo Jun,
"What's the difference between |aid-off and diverted workers



principal set of deneaned urban residents just a few years back.1’ In
illustration of this crunpling of status hierarchies, the term "m ngong, "--
| oosely, a |abel specifying casual |abor, which in the recent past was used
just to refer to surplus rural workers from the interior--in 1998 sonetines
desi gnated the urban |aid-off and unenpl oyed as wel | .18

As a witer in the journal of the official trade union benpaned over the

troubl es of these workers:
For a long time, they've been drifting outside the enterprise in a
socially marginal situation, especially those in small-scale, scattered
mobile informal departments...They neet up wth mny problems and
annoyances, but |lack any organization's loving care, are wthout any

opportunity to get education or to participate in society.19
Anot her lanented that, "Some households in special difficulty suffer
discrimnation in trying to become reenployed."” Going on, he called attention

to the facts that,
Their legal rights and interests are harnmed arbitrarily by enpl oyers, and
they are bearing econonic, psychological and social burdens. They fee
lost and in a negative npod. Pessim stic and depressed, they're
hopel ess, lost their confidence...This is especially so for those who had
made a big contribution to their enterprises in the past...they feel

abandoned by society. 20

in the state firms?" Zhongguo gongyun [Chinese workers'
nmovenent] (hereafter ZGGY), 3/99, 32.

17 Lora Sabin,"New Bosses in the Wbrkers' State: The
Gowmth of Non-State Sector Enmploynent in China," CQ 140
(1994): 944-70 states that in 1987 Beijing, three quarters of
the enployees in the private sector were fromthe countryside,
and by the early "90's, half the |abor force (including owners
and enpl oyees) held rural household registrations. Al so, Shi
Xianmn, "Beijing's Privately-Owmed Small Businesses: A
Decade's Devel opnment,™ Social Sciences In China 14, 1 (Spring
1993), 161-62.

18 M ng Pao, [Bright Daily] (Hong Kong), February 12, 1998.

19 Xue Zhaoyun, "Research, reflections,” 10.

20 Zhang Yuanchao, "We ought to raise our awareness of the
l'ivelihood Situation of st at e- owned firms' especially
difficult staff and workers,"” Zhongguo gongren [Chinese
wor ker], 5.




As these abuses ground on, it was just a small step from feeling deserted
by society to withdrawing faith in the state. For in the 40-odd years before
the restructuring of the econony began in the late 1970s, wurban Chinese
wor kers, especially those on the payroll of state-owned firms, could count
implicitly upon a kind of covenant with the state that enployed them to
provide for the bulk of their basic needs.?2! Wth the coming of the
capitalist market order, that connection workers used to draw between their
jobs and their governnment has now | ed sone to blane the state--which they view
as having thrown them aside--for their current jobless plight.22 Laid-off

workers in the city of Whhan, for instance, told nme in sumer 2002 that:
The furloughed [xiagang] workers and those in nobney-losing enterprisees
are very dissatisfied with the government. |t should take responsibility
for our situation, but from the center to the localities all the
governnments are problematic. The Comuni st Party, as just one party,
can't find a solution. Qur governnment's |eadership is poor. VWhat we
need is a political solution: our |eaders should be elected as they are
in the United States. The policies of our governnent can't be of any

help to us.?23
Such sentiments signal for these people the termination of the legitinmacy of
of ficialdom and its governance, as these institutions fail to fulfill the
paternalistic role they had al ways, and seem ngly properly, assuned before.
Though separated not just by several centuries but by space and culture
as well, the tale of this disenchantnent resonates with that of English
wor ki ng people of the eighteenth century as spun by E. P. Thonpson. For those

folk too, the conming of capitalismsinlarly shot down a noral economy which

21 The opus classicus expounding this idea is Andrew G
Wal der, Conmunist Neo-Traditionalisnm Wrk and Authority in
Chi nese I ndustry. (Ber kel ey: University of California
Press), 1986.

22 Typically in the late 1990s, dissatisfied workers

accused their own factory |eaders of corruption and
m smanagenent and believed it was such behavior that had |ed
to their firms bankruptcy or collapse. See Feng Chen,

"Subsi stence Crises, Mnagerial Corruption and Labour Protests
in China," The China Journal, No. 44 (July 2000), 41-63.

23 I nterview, Whan, August 19, 2002.



had | ong sustained an allegiance of |aborers to their |eaders.24 As Thonpson
delineates its predicament upon perceiving that prices would henceforth
override sustenance, the "crowd" he describes was |ikewi se confronted with a

challenge to its sense of legitimcy:

By the notion of legitimation | nean that the nen and wonen in the crowd
were inforned by the belief that they were defending traditional rights
or custons..[their] grievances operated within a popul ar consensus as to
what were legitimate and what were illegitimte practices in marketing,
mlling, baking, etc. This in its turn was grounded upon a consistent
traditional view of social norns and obligations, of the proper economc
functions of several parties within the conmunity, which, taken together

can be said to constitute the nmoral econony of the poor...this nora

econony. . supposed definite, and passionately held, notions of the comon
weal --notions which, indeed, found sonme support in the paternali st

tradition of the authorities.?

In China, these newly informalized displaced nenbers of the sonetine
city-based proletariat--with their changed stance with respect to, and their
altered treatnment by, the state--appear as a powerful synbol of what has
shifted and what has not in the posture and behavior of the "people's"
government in the PRC today, as conpared wth its Maoist predecessor
Thonmpson's imge of the legitimcy-challenging "crowd" can serve as a vehicle
for presenting this transformati on of the workers and of their relational bond
with their no | onger trustworthy state.

In what follows, | first conjure up continuities and contrasting visions
bet ween today's and yesterday's crowds and their respective connections to the
state. | then supply sonme enpirical nmaterial about the constituent nmenbers of
this urban crowd, and about how they are affected by current state policies
In the course of this exercise, we wll observe the draining away of their

loyalty to their |eaders and of the legitinmacy they once accorded their state.

24 See E. P. Thonpson, "The Moral Econonmy of the English
Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,"” Past and Present, No. 50
(February 1971), 76-136. | got the idea of drawing on this
piece from a footnote in Yong-shun Cai, "The Silence and
Resi stance of the Dislocated: State and Laid-Of Workers in
Ref orm Chi na," Singapore, nms., 2002, 4.

25 Thonpson, op. cit., 78-9.



While | borrow from Thonpson the concept of crowd, another witer, Elias

Canetti, in his book, Crowds and Power, offers images that help to illustrate

the sullying and debilitation of the link that once |lay between the Chinese
| aborer and the state. Canetti's portraits also can conjure up a picture of
the antitheses between the remmant of the proletariat we see today and its

forebear fromthe socialist past.26

The Crowd in People's China: Continuities and Contrasts

Just as the crowd--the nasses--in Mao's tine inspired awe--by its huge,

unf at homabl e nunbers, its eerie internal conformty, and its ostensibly
unstoppable vigor--so in the present, untold mllions are, once again, al
engaging in simlar activities, for seemngly endless stretches of tine. | f

the awe felt by the viewer of the crowd of yore was inspired by that crowd's
apparent passion, though, the spectator's wonder now is nore a result of
pat hos. For where the earlier crowd, its menbers unified in collaboration,
was al |l egedly acconplishing nmiracles, the crowd before us now is conposed of
peopl e struggling, usually singly, to stay alive.

According to Elias Canetti, equality is one of the four chief attributes
of the generic crowd.2’” And indeed, in both cases, though in disparate ways

and for very different reasons (both tines having nuch to do with the posture

26 Certainly, there were great discrepancies between the
treatment accorded workers in firms of different sizes and
degrees of inportance under the socialist reginme that existed
in China between 1949 and 1978. On this, see Andrew G
Wal der, "The Remaking of the Chinese W rking Class, 1949-
1981." MC, 10, 1 (1984): 3-48. But in that time the working
cl ass was acclained as the master of the state, and indeed as
a unit it was treated better than were the nenmbers of any
ot her social group, barring officials, top |eaders, and the
mlitary.

27 Elias Canetti, Crowds and Power, trans. Carol Stewart
(New York: Viking, 1963), 29. The other three are the desire
to grow, its love of density, and its need for direction. Not
all of these fit the Chinese crowmd so well.
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of the state), the respective crowds' conponents are indeed equals in sone
fundament al respects. For those in each are, respectively, nmore or |ess
honogeneously affected by the state in gross ternms and thus react
conparably.28 And the plight of both crowds' menbers could be seen as the
same in another regard: their situations are largely involuntarily
constituted, coerced, if to varying degrees and in quite differing ways.

And yet the chasm between the two mammoth hordes is deep, reflecting a
sea change in the state's choice of social coalition and its vastly altered
anbi tions. Under Mao's reign, nmunicipal workers--the urban nmass's nenbers--
were "masters,” in name and in privilege, and the masses of rural peasants
(though clearly handled in a far inferior manner) their purported partners.
Both the workers and the peasants--when officially nobilized--conprised the
regime's only, or, surely, nost legitimate political actors. In that state,
supposedly based upon the |ower classes, the formal social status of the
crowd's partisans was high, and to be a constituent elenment within it neant
one stood as decidedly included within the ranks of the renowned. The
| egitimacy they accorded the state was, consequently, unquestioned.

As historical actors, when stirred into notion, these Muoist partisans

were a rapidly noving and mghty force with fearsone power. For Canetti, this

would be the "baiting crowd,” which "forms with reference to a quickly
attai nabl e goal," toward which it heads "with unique determi nation." It "has
speed, elation, conviction." For the Chinese masses in the days of socialism
t hough, these traits were increasingly nerely feigned, with tine. Canett

al so notes that, "the [baiting] crowd have [sic.] inmense superiority on their
side."29 This in the Mao-era Chinese case was because of the features noted
just above. These actors were known to perpetrate such marvels as to spark a

prairie fire, stage a revolution, reshape the structure of ownership of

28 On the many disparities within the working class from
the 1950s to the 1970s, see Elizabeth J. Perry and Li Xun,
Prol etari an Power (Boulder, CO  Westview Press, 1997).

29 | bid., 49.
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agricultural |and, appropriate for the state the wealth of the bourgeoisie,
forge steel in the fields while surpassing all prior grain growh targets, and
surge through the streets in the persons of Red Guards, wantonly deposing and
sham ng all their superiors.

In stark opposition to that visage of potency, the crowdspeople of
today in the cities are the xiagang, off-post or |aid-off workers. In the
year 2000 in a central Chinese city, a man out of work offered his

observation, one not wholly wthout foundation: "Zai yede hen shao, gongren

chabuduo yi ban dou xi agangle" [Those still at work are very few, about half

the workers have been laid off].30 These folk are perceptibly slowed down
today, as against their robust style in the past, and pretty inpotent, in the
face of the regine's switch of alliance away from the poor, along with its
stacking the status hierarchy in favor of those with capital, technical know
how, and the nmeans of easily acquiring nore of both of these goods. To be a
component of this present crowmd, then, is to be among the excluded, the
abandoned.

Where the old, secure, entitled, full-time proletariat was agent (if
wi thout nmuch wvolition of its own), this set of part-time or overtine
informalites is victim where the former was wound up by the Party, the
| atter has been unwound, undone by it. These people correspond to Canetti's
"flight crowd," which is "created by a threat,”" in this case the threat of
peri shing from hunger or from untreated ill ness. He explains that "the sane
danger faces themall.” Such a crowd could beconme a panic, should mass flight
turn into a "struggle of each against all who stand in its way."3l Wile the
old cromd was the protagonist in earth-shaking mass novenents, the second is
reject in a sort of impbile mass stasis (in Canetti's terns, these are,

respectively, the "rhythmic crowd,” for which "everything depends on

30 Interview at a night market, Septenmber 12, 2000.

81 Canetti, op. cit., 53.
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movenent," and the "stagnating crowd")32 or, at best, pawn in the |eadership
(in league with foreign investors)'s grand project of global ascent.

Mor eover, while the crowd of the past was a united body, an internally
relatively uniform aggregation that worked in unison, that mass has been
di smantl ed and di saggregated, atomized in its action first into famlies by
the household responsibility system in the countryside, which cut up the
conmmune after 1980. These famly units, in turn, were further carved up into
i ndi vidual actors with the state's pernmission to migrate, which created a
popul ation of "floaters,” and by the state's license to launch private
busi nesses just a few years |ater. As for the urban crowd, many of its
constituents were since the late 1990's tossed fromtheir workposts, in their
once collective units [danwei], one by one.

So as this very brief conparison highlights, the nodalities of the crowd
in China have both changed and not changed. But what we can say by way of
summary is that, in nyriad ways, the crowm provides an i mage, whether of a nob
or a herd churned into agitation by political canpaigns, or of people in
nmul titudes chased from their workplaces as accounts run dry and plants
col | apse. Whatever happens, so far the components of the Chinese crowd at any
given point (if viewed as the mpjority of the population at that particular
time and place) greatly resenble each other. At the sane tinme they reveal in
their features, and in their forns and manner of dynanmism the program the
direction, and the ainms of the state at each of two respective junctures.
Accordingly, as they are switched from benefactor to butt of the state's
designs, their own belief in the legitimcy of that state has shifted 180
degr ees. We turn now to a closer look at the urban crowd in the age of

efficiency and flexible |abor.

The Urban Crowd Today: A G ance at Sone Statistics

Nunber s, however debatable, tell a chilling story that confirns

furl oughed workers' feelings of neglect and their consequent |ack of trust in

32 | bid., 30.
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the state. Though official statistics on the "reenploynment” of these folk are
notoriously slippery, their very collection does suggest that the |eadership
is well aware of the situation. Unfortunately, the increasing grimess of the
data over tinme indicates that the state's several efforts to help these people
have by no nmeans been adequate.

One night be suspicious when even those who conpile the figures have to
admt, as one did in Whan, that, "One can't be clear about these statistics;
they're relative, not absolute. The situation is dynanmic and there's no way

to count them [..shuobuging ..xiangduide..nmeibanfa tongji].33 According to

this official, who cited a figure of about 30 percent reenployed in Whan, it
is the nunmbers of positions known to be newly filled [renci], and not the
nunmber of people with new jobs, that is counted up once each nonth, and each
year this data is added up, elininating fromthe total the jobs that are known
to labor administrators to have ended. These figures certainly involve
counting the same person--who nmay have held several very short-term posts in a
gi ven year--nore than once.

In addition to this vagueness about how to tally the reenployed, there
are wide variations in official announcenents about their proportions anong
the laid-off. One article in an internal publication cited a niserable rate
of just 27 percent nationwi de who had found new placenents as of the end of
June 1999.34 The Al China Federation of Trade Unions reported, on the basis
of local |abour departnents' statistics, that there has been a trend of annual
deterioration: in 1998, the reenploynment rate was 50 per cent, in 1999, 42

per cent, and in the first 11 nonths of 2000, down to a nmere 16 per cent.3%

3 Adm ssion by an official at the Whan General Trade
Union's Professional Introduction Service Center, Septenber
13, 2000.

34 Yang Yiyong, "An analysis of the enploynent situation
in our country in the year 2000," NBCY, January 28, 2000, 11.

3 All -China General Trade Union Security Wbrk Departnent,
"I nvestigation on Handling Laid-off Staff and Workers' Labour
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According to a 2002 Xinhua release, the rate had dropped to just 9 per cent in
the first half of 2002.3 Moreover, an open official pronouncement asserted
that a late 1990's study of 10,000 |aid-off workers in 10 cities showed that
as many as 68 percent of those with new jobs had held these jobs for just six
mont hs or less, including 40 percent of the total who did so for under three
nonths. A nere 17.26 percent managed to hold onto their new post for |onger
than a year. 3’

Anot her cause for concern about the nunmbers is the ampunt of time people
are spendi ng out of work: In Hubei province, a Septenber 1997 random sanpling
of 3,000 laid-off workers in 580 firms in 10 cities and counties reveal ed
that, although 47 percent were said to be reenployed, as nmany as another 26
percent had already been w thout enploynment for three years or nore, while
only 29 percent had been in that situation for less than a year.3 Not only
were so nany | anguishing | aborless, but the occupations they took up if they
did find work were nost unprom sing. According to this sane study, 18.6
percent had turned into odd-job manual workers, 10 percent did various sorts
of hourly work (which usually refers to activities such as picking up others'’
children from school); 5.2 percent had seasonal jobs; 60 percent were
i ndi vidual retailers operating stalls; and a nere 6.8 percent had obtained
formal, contracted enpl oynent.

Among the stall keepers, a worrisome 45 percent were discovered to be

wor ki ng as vul nerable, nobile peddlers, selling in shifting sites without a

Rel ati ons and Social Security Continuation |Issue," ZGGY, No. 5
(2001), 14.

36 Terence Tan, "China's Jobless Can't Get New Woirk," The
Straits' Tinmes, 27 Septenber 2002. The date of the Xinhua
rel ease was not given.

37 N.a., "1998-1999," 35.

38 Hubei province general trade union livelihood guarantee

departnment, "Utilize policy and |egal nethods, fully pronote
t he reenploynent project to develop in depth--an investigation
of Hubei's laid-off staff and workers,"” Lilun yuekan [Theory

nont hly] (Wihan) 2 (1998), 18.
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license.39 OQther research in 1997 anpbng 360 reenployed staff and workers in
Wihan found that over a third of them (34.54 percent) had set up a stall, were
operating a pedicab or driving a taxi; by autum 2000, a pedicab jockey
clainmed in private conversation that he had a startling 26,000 conpetitors in
his trade in the city!40 |f there is any accuracy at all in such a sum it is
not surprising that in the years after 1997 the streets of the city were
crammed with a crowd of nen pedaling their enpty carts, and that their daily
take was tiny.4l As these new infornalites see no change in their incomes or
their placenents year after year and as they perceive the worthl essness of the
niche they have been forced to fill, they increasingly repudiate the state

whose policies have put them where they are.

The State Abandons its Forner Coalition Partner and the Nature of

the Resulting Informalization

Despite appearances, the deregul ated economic activity adopted by the
| ai d-of f does not represent just a straightforward manifestation of the
nmet anor phosi s of the Chinese urban econony, sone unconplicated consequence of
that systenls steadily deepening narketization. Nor do these sellers and
service people nerely synbolize an instance of the w despread process of

privatization4?that is attending the advance of capitalismon a global scale.43

39 | bid., 8-9.

4 | nterview, Whan, Septenber 16, 2000. But on October
31, 2001, informants from the Whan branch of the AlIl-China
Federation of Trade Unions confirned that the official figure
had gone up to 40,000 as of that date.

41 In spring 2003 the city governnent attenpted to clear
the streets of these carts by buying the carts from their
owners for sonme eight thousand yuan and offering these drivers
| ow- payi ng, | ow-status | obs. Communi cations from Huang
Xi angchun, editor of a local party journal in Whan, June 11
and July 6, 2003.

42 At the sanme tinme that enploynent in state units dropped
19. 6percent between 1995 and 1998, jobs in urban privately and
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It is also inappropriate to view their |abor as only the latest incarnation of
the secondary sector of China's l|ongstanding "dual market,"” as if a market,
operating according to principles of supply and demand, had nerely becone
bi furcated al ong sone new fault |ine. 44

For what is usually billed as the "secondary econony" across the world
is a sector conprised of narginal and/or denigrated people, usually migrants
or mnorities, who have been relegated to the least desirable and nost
unst abl e work avail abl e. Their lives, however, no matter how bitter, have

generally inproved significantly in material terns as a result of having

i ndi vidual l y-owned enterprises increased by 44.8 percent,
according to econom st Hu Angang (as cited in the journal
Ji ngnao daokan [Economi ¢ and trade guide], Decenmber 30, 1999,
in Summary of World Broadcasts (hereafter SWB), FE/ 3750, G 10,
January 29, 2000; Xi nhua (hereafter XH) announced in |ate
1997 that between 1991 and 1995, self-enployed and private
busi ness provided 40 percent of the newly created jobs in
cities (SWB FE/ 3098, &5, Decenber 10, 1997, from XH, Decenber
9). A 1999 10-city study of 553 reenployed staff and workers
laid off from state firms found that 77 percent of them had
switched from state to nonstate firns, half of whom went into
the private sector (Xue Zhaoyun, "Research, reflections").

4 P. Connolly, "The Politics of the Informal Sector: A
Critique,” in N Redclift and E. Mngione, eds., Beyond
Enpl oynment . Househol d, Gender and Subsistence (Oxford:
Bl ackwel |, 1985) and Al ejandro Portes and John Walton, Labour
Cl ass and the International System (New York: Academ c Press,
1981) . Both these works are cited in Mchael Pinches, " All
that we have is our nuscle and sweat': The Rise of Wge
Labour in a Manila Squatter Community," in M Pinches and S.
Lakha, eds., Wage Labour and Soci al Change: The Proletariat in
Asia and the Pacific (Clayton: Centre of Southeast Asian
St udi es, Monash University, 1987), 104.

4 Louis Putterman, "Dualism and Reform in China,"
Econoni ¢ Devel opment and Cul tural Change 40 (1992), 467-93;
and Flemm ng Christiansen, "The Legacy of the Mck Dual
Econony: Chi nese Labour in Transition, 1978-1992," Econony &
Society 22, 4 (1993), 411-36.
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joined such markets, as conpared with what their existence was |ike before.4®
But as distinct fromthe usual secondary market worker el sewhere, these |aid-
of f Chinese workers are downwardly, not upwardly, nobile.

Furthernore, unlike infornmalites in other places, the urban people on
Chi nese streets today are not situated in this niche voluntarily with dreans
of bettering their lot by building businesses or to anmmss capital. Rat her,
t hey have found thenselves in this spot because their former rice bow was
snat ched away, and for them there is no other nmeans of survival. Since npst
of these small-tinme sellers of odd nmerchandi se and nanual |abor were unti
recently full-tine, life-tenured, conpletely welfare-entitled and state-
enpl oyed manufacturing workers, one needs to go beyond the surface signs of
their quotidian practices--their superficial appearance as a reborn "private
sector” linked to economic "refornf in the urban areas--to get a good grasp of

the totality of what is going on.46

4 M chael J. Piore, Birds of Passage: M grant Labor and
| ndustrial Societies (Canbridge: Canbri dge University Press,

| 979). David Stark, "Bending the Bars of the Iron Cage:
Bureaucrati zation and Informalization in Capitalism and
Socialism" Sociological Forum 4, 4 (1989), 637-64 says that
the "second econony" is "a broad range of incone-gathering

activity outside the boundaries of the redistributively
coordi nated and nmanaged econony."

46 A reborn private sector indeed appeared after the early
1980's. But the current informalites have emerged froma very
different social process from the ones that produced the
earlier segments of this sector. Those who earlier joined the
post-1980 private sector are people who were or hoped to
beconme capitalists, if often just petty ones. They were young
people waiting for their first state jobs, mgrants from the
countrysi de, ex-convicts, denobilized soldiers, rural cadres,
and, especially recently, officials and state enterprise
managers (See Susan Young, Private Business and Econon c

Reform in China (Arnmonk, N.Y.: M E. Sharpe, 1995); e
Bruun, Business and Bureaucracy in a Chinese City: An
Et hnography of Private Business Households in Contenporary
Chi na (Research Monograph 43. Ber kel ey: Institute for East

Asi an Studies, University of California, 1993); O e Odgaard,
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In understanding their condition, one is also led astray by official
formul ations ained at enticing urban residents into the new tertiary or
private sectors. In 1999 the National People's Congress anended the state
constitution, proclaimng the private sector a "conmponent part” of the
nati onal econony. A hopeful sign appeared to be the expanding portion of the
nati onal econony occupied by this branch: in spring 1999, the State Econom c
and Trade Conmm ssion announced that "private enterprises” were accounting for
al nrost one fifth of the gross value of industrial output nationally and for a
full 37 percent of the retail trade in consumer goods,4’ figures that are
probably rmuch lower than the reality. Despite these pronmising bits of
i nformati on, however, a report on the sector adnonished--in an analysis which
still holds true--that npst practitioners in the private sector are seriously
constrained by a lack of funding channels.4 In the especially stricken
northeast, people attenpting to open their own businesses have often been
unable to obtain any government support for their little ventures, and have
been heavily taxed. 49

The predi canent of these people is by no neans a product of "the market"
acting al one. Instead, it derives perhaps primarily from state policies as

they have evolved over tinme and in the recent past.® |ndeed, in the second

"Entrepreneurs and Elite Formation in Rural China" Australian
Journal of Chinese Affairs 28 (1992), 89-108; and David L
Wank, Commodifying Comruni snt Busi ness, Trust and Politics in
a Chinese City (New York: Canbridge University Press, 1999).

47 SWB FE/ 3520, April 27, 1999, G 11, from XH, April 26,
1999.

4 SWB FE/ 3520, April 27, 1999, G 11, from XH, April 26,
1999.

499 | n South China Mdrning Post (Hong Kong), June 7, 1999.

0 Here | am alluding not just to the years of the planned
econony, when state policy and regulations and the incentives
t hese official acts pronmoted | ed | ocal nmanagers and | eaders to
overstaff in the firms and set up unnecessary construction
pr oj ect s. | also nmean policies that resulted in massive
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half of the 1990's, the Chinese state adopted a set of new policies quite
unrestrained by the nature of the social coalition that had fornerly
buttressed its rule: it abandoned its putative past political partner, the
working class, quite callously, in a step it has disingenuously justified as
being in labor's own "long-terminterest."® Just as the sacking canpai gn was
getting underway in force, the 1997 May Day editorial in the Party paper, the

People's Daily, warned its readers that, "It's possible benefits of sone

workers may be tenmporarily affected. Seen from long-term benefits, the pains
are worth enduring. "2

Ironically enough, in its march toward nodernization and econonic
reform even as the Chinese | eadership has unl eashed and encouraged the forces
of the market, at the sanme time it has arrested the full unfolding of some of
the chief social processes that generally energe from marketization el sewhere.
Thus in China, in addition to the advancing affluence, rising levels of
education, and enbourgeoi senent of a section of the working class that took
pl ace in many societies along with econonic devel opnent--and quite markedly so
in China's East Asian neighbors, South Korea, Japan and Taiwan--this
informalization of the urban econony in China also represents a regression,
not an ascent, for quite a numerous portion of the urban popul ace. Though one

could label these newly jobless nmenbers of a lower class in formation, their

| osses and bankruptcies in recent years, including those that
nurtured firms facing conpetition from newer, non-state firns
t hat operated wi thout welfare responsibilities and which had
new equi pnment. And | also refer here to official credit
tightening, as well as to explicit reginme calls for downsi zing
in the enterprises.

51 Jingji ribao [Economc daily] (hereafter JJRB,), April
27, 1998; Deng Baoshan, "Governnment, enterprise, and | aid-off
staff and workers' role in reenploynent work," Zhongguo
| aodong [ Chinese |abor] (hereafter ZG.D) 3 (1999), 11, al so
see Zhu Rongji's speech in Tianjin, from Jingji guanli wenzhai
[ Economic managenent  digest], in Gongyun cankao ziliao
[ Wor kers' novenment reference materials] 3 (1998), 5.

52 Renmin ribao [People's Daily], My 1, 1997, in SWB
FE/ 2908, May 2, 1997, G 6.
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situation is now defined and shaped as nuch by their status as xiagang workers
as it is by some new class category. Indeed, this group of people, chiefly of
m ddl e age, has together and all at once fallen onto a downward trajectory in
their livestyles and in their prospects.

The overwhel ming majority of them were deprived of formal education from
having been conpelled to quit school and join in the Cultural Revolution
(including, for nost, a lengthy stint in the countryside) over a decade or so
after 1966, and therefore lack any skills beyond those elenentary ones
connected with the sinple factory jobs they have lost. Study after study nore
or less replicates the findings of sanple research done in 1996 nati onw de by
the State Statistical Bureau. That inquiry discovered that as nany as 57
percent of those laid off had been educated only up to junior high |evel
anot her 14 percent had received just a primary school education or even |ess.
As many as 70.4 percent were between the ages of 25 and 44, while another 18.5
percent were over 45. Wonen accounted for a total of 64.3 percent of the
sanpl e, though they represented under half the workforce before the sackings
started. 53

True, with the dem se of the planned economy, econom c forces have
pl ayed an inportant role in changing society. For one thing, they have surely
infringed on state institutions' old nonopoly on shaping people's fates. And
there has certainly been a dimnution in the determ ning power over urbanites
lives of specific institutions such as the danwei [work unit].® But this

nove away from the state's planned econony, with its shunting aside of the

53 For one exanple, see Ma Rong, "Thoughts about state
enterprises' staff and workers' layoffs and the question of
reenmpl oyment," ZG.D 2 (1998), 12.

4 Lowell Dittmer and LU Xi aobo, "Personal Politics in the
Chi nese Danwei Under Reform" AS 36:3 (1996), 247-49; and
Barry Naughton, "Danwei: The Econom ¢ Foundations of a Unique
Institution,” in Xi aobo LU and Elizabeth J. Perry, eds.,
Danwei : The Changi ng Chinese W rkplace in Historical and
Conpar ative Perspective (Arnonk, NY: M E. Sharpe, 1997), 169-
82.
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former urban workforce, has not so far eventuated in any neani ngful autonony
for many nembers of this contingent.% For their lives are constricted by the
urgent need to scrape up a pittance to keep thenselves and their fanilies
alive. The neager take of those who work is the result to a |arge extent of
the lack of any true demand-driven economic activity in the emerging |abor
market, at least insofar as the work done by the furloughed is concerned.
This is the case because, given the inmmense proportions of the official
program of enforced disn ssals, plus the unspecialized nature of the | abor the
affected workers have to offer, there cannot be demand sufficient to forge a
decent livelihood for the tens of mllions made redundant, now struggling to
find buyers for their wares and their services.

So the Chinese | eadership has fostered a novel style of economic growth
and devel opnent, one that entails sacrificing and discarding the selfsane
working class that once laid the foundation for the present rise to
prosperity. In short, in the state's very rush to reform its nmunicipal
econony, nost of nmarketization's typical social conconmtants have been
suppressed or halted for many. It is these many who now question the current
state's right to rule, and who lanent the loss of a forner day where they
stood suprene--at least relative to other social groups--in state rhetoric and
inits treatnent. %6

What has become of the old proletariat represents a fundanental and
quite sudden reconstruction of the |iaison between the state and its forner
prem er workforce. For nore than 40 years, the Chinese state and its elite
| aborers, the workers at +the wurban state-owned enterprises, enjoyed a

relationship that was nultifaceted, to be sure. But at its core this tie

5% M ng-kwan Lee, "The Decline of Status in China's
Transition from Socialism"” Hong Kong Journal of Sociology 1
(2000), 72.

% On nostalgia for the past, see "Ching Kwan Lee, "The
Labor Politics of Market Socialism Col l ective Inaction and
Cl ass Experiences Anong State Workers in Guangzhou," MC 24, 1
(January 1998): 3-33.
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enbodied a strong dose of paternalistic protection, of succor, albeit one
laced with surveillance. As is well known, workers |abored under a reign of
"organi zed dependency,"® in which plant |eaders could generally consider
thenselves to be caretakers--for the enployees--but for the state as well,
under whose conmi ssion managers controlled their charges. |In prosaic terns,
factory officials were there to admnister the daily business of production
and workers' welfare. But in a larger sense they were joined with the Chinese
state in enacting a role of benefactor as well as guardian, if a very
i ntrusive one.

All  that has changed in the space of just a few short years.
Increasingly as the last century cane to a close, the nature of this once
of ten beni gn connection turned sour. Wth the sudden surge in shedding state
workers after the Party's Third Plenum of its Fourteenth Party Congress in
Decenber 1993, when its heightened commtnment to narketization was publicly
enunci ated--a nove that had already seen a start in the |late 1980's--the key
conmponent of the |inkage between state and this |aboring segnent of society
has become fear, a searing dread on both sides. At the sane tine, many of the
one-time internediaries standing between these two players, the plant
officials--especially those in failing firnms--have shucked off their pose of
custodi an and taken on that of enbezzler, thereby no | onger serving either the
central state (except insofar as they obey orders from above to push the
workers fromtheir plants) or their original worker-wards.

Thus the nmore or less clear line of command and superi ntendence of ol d--
al ong which plant managenent acted toward |abor as the agent of the center,
which was its principal, directing production and disbursing benefits--has
been defl ected, such that the three parties (state, enterprise adm nistrators,
wor kers), once supposed allies, have become nutually antagonistic. Now in the
relation between state and this recast |ower portion of society, the state's
noves are notivated primarily by its fear (though probably also, at |east for

some anobng its staffers, by guilt), as it abandons its prior roles, along with

57 Wal der, (1986).
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its prior proteges. At the sane tine, the workers, in turn, experience
despair mnmixed with their fear, and, in a growing proportion of cases,
enbitternment and daring. Their old bestowal of |egitimcy upon the state has
di ssolved along with their prior posts. This is the md-term inter-echelon
and inter-personal dynamic that is developing with the informalization of the
urban econony, as the process transforns a crowd of once so-styled "masters"
into one of paupers.

The upshot is that the state and its rulers have fallen captive to an
i ncreasingly pronounced paradox in the trio of their oft stated ains--reform
devel opnent, and stability: \Wiile the |eaders strive to develop the econony
through nmarket reforms, they nust balance a treacherous trade-off between
their objectives of developnment, that is, of growth and marketization, which
has neant messive discharges and the creation of a new crowd of the
di spossessed, on the one hand, and a resultant and nounting social instability
among these recently disenfranchised, on the other. In the process,
contestation surely occurs, but this is only one option. More often
intimdation is evident anbng both parties--the state in its alternately
offering (or at |east promsing) favors and funds to conpensate the jobless,
or battling and jailing protesters, and many tinorous workers retreating into

a crushed qui esence or exhausting thenselves with full-time incone-seeking.

Concl usi on
This material denmpnstrates that in China today--where ranpant economc
reform ng and enterprise dismantling is decinating a great proportion of the
old state sector and the crowd it sustained for decades--unenploynent neans
much nore than being out of work on an individual |evel. Rather, it is
serving as the synbol of a collective and sudden informalization of the urban
econony, a reforging of a crowd once ennobled and proud into a new crowd, one

nost commonly cowering and decl asse.
Thus, formal Chinese workers, dignified and advantaged for decades, becane

idle or informal ones in the late 1990's. In the place of the mniracul ous
world of the crowd of yore, we see instead a grim and |ackluster one of the
undi sti ngui shed nmasses, those let go by their firns. In the altered socia

status hierarchy in the making in Chinese cities, to be a laborer is lowy,
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not lordly, as it had been not so |long ago. There is, too, quite a
transforned tie between the state and its one-tinme working class, now the new
crowd, a bond lately characterized nmuch nore by nutual fear and shane than by
the original socialists' shared and cooperative m ssion of constructing, with
and through their honored crowd, a nore fair and egalitarian China.
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