Suzhi (Quality) Discourse and the Laid-off Workers of the State Owned Enterprises: The Role of Trade Unions in Post-Maoist China
Introduction

Although the All China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) has high membership density,
  it functions differently from its counterpart in the West. Both a state apparatus and mass organization, the ACFTU is formally assigned a dualistic role of implementing government policy and protecting workers’ interests. In Maoist China, the paternalist state guaranteed workers’ life-long employment and ensured their well-being; labor unions’ representative role was therefore considered almost irrelevant.
  In the post-reformist era, when state has sacrificed workers’ interests for the sake of rapid economic growth, the ACFTU is put in a dilemma as its double identity and dualistic role become increasingly contradictory.  On the one hand, workers demand their constituency trade unions to defend them in labor disputes.  On the other hand, the government policies significantly enlarged the power of management. Once conflicts occur, the state needs union to pacify the situation and maintain social stability.  
Studies show that regardless of the essential contradiction of unions’ double identity, ACFTU is under mounting pressure to play a more effective part. Although scholars mainly agree that in the post-reformist era, state encourages unions to be more active by opening up “some legal and institutional space” to unions,
 they are divided on the labor unions’ effectiveness.  Many primarily deny unions’ role by defining them as “virtually impotent when it comes to representing workers,”
 or dismayingly describing unions’ influence as entering “a new round of descent”.
  More positive view tends to see unions’ actions in a complicated light, summarizing their responses to labor contention as “representing, mediating and pre-empting”.
  Little attention, however, has been paid to unions’ vigorous retraining efforts as a means to alleviate social unrests; even less is said about how China’s trade unions strongly supported government’s neoliberal policy, employing Suzhi (quality) discourse to justify the massive layoffs.  
Over the last 20 years, “suzhi” discourse pervaded government leaders’ speeches, official media, and mainstream publications across China.  This phenomenon attracted attention of western scholars, and their comments are mainly negative.  A number of critics see the promotion of “suzhi” a neoliberal governmentality, arguing that the emphasis of certain social groups’ lack of Suzhi has allowed the party-state to exploit their cheap labor and meanwhile to conceal the fact. Others indicate that the significant feature of “Suzhi” discussion is its obsession with improving people’s quality, while neglecting the structural inequities created by the development strategies of the post-Maoist state.
  It is, therefore, a “blame the victim” discourse.
  Yet none of these scholars have made trade unions the subject of their inquiry.  

Focusing on trade unions’ propaganda and education activities in the end of the 20th century, when state sector workers were badly hit by the economic restructure, this paper explores an area overlooked by both labor union scholars and Suzhi discourse researchers.  Drawing upon archive research of official documents, journals and newspapers, this paper reveals how the official mouthpieces of the ACFTU employed the concept of Suzhi to support government development strategies through three means.  First, union publications advocated ruthless competition as the iron law of market operation and viewed unemployment as the natural outcome of economic development and social progress.  Authors depicted those who lost their jobs as low Suzhi workers. Second, union publications tend to lay the blame of the low reemployment rate among the discarded workers on their own low skill and cultural Suzhi. And last, labor unions launched educational drive to improve workers’ Suzhi, helping them reenter the labor force.  Union’s training efforts could be seen as a double edged sword, a contribution made to both government and workers.   
Xiagang (Layoff) Policy and the Laid-off Workers

About one third of the SOE labor force had been considered redundant for some years and since the mid-1990s, large numbers of the SOE workers were sent home in the name of improvement of efficiency and standard of management.   The process entered a new high in 1997, when Zhu Rongji, then China’s Premier, declared at the Fifteenth Congress of the Chinese Communist Party that the government planed to complete the SOE reforms under the guidance of “grabbing the big but letting go the small” in three years.  Except for the large enterprises in the key industries, the numerous medium and small sized SOEs began to change their ownership structure, or simply go bankruptcy.  Thus massive SOE layoffs became unavoidable.  The official unemployment number issued by the Chinese government reached over 11 million by the end of 1997, while unofficial estimate was much higher.
  Whatever the precise total, it is certain that millions of past masters of Communist China descended into a sizeable mass of new urban poor.

To alleviate the impact of the mass unemployment, a strategy named “xiagang” was introduced.  The term “xiagang” could be loosely translated as “layoff” or literally as “stepping down from the post”.  According to the policy, SOE laid-off workers maintained contractual relations with their previous work units for three years, and during the period they received a living allowance that should be slightly higher than the local unemployment insurance and their medical as well as other benefits were paid by their former employers.  The enterprise with a large number of laid-off workers was required to set up a Reemployment Service Center in charge of these furloughed workers.  In addition to financial aids discussed above, the center should offer retaining classes to them and help them find new jobs.
  At the end of the three year period those remained jobless would sever their ties with their former work units, being officially classified as unemployed.


Then who are the laid-off workers? Surveys show that the majority of furloughed workers were in their middle age.  The statistics provided by the ACFTU in 1997 indicated that while 53% of them belonged to the cohort of 30 to 40 years of age, 32% were between 40 and 50.
  The result of this nationwide survey was confirmed by a research conducted in Beijing in 1998 that investigated 2,500 laid-off workers.  52.9% of them were between the age of 35 and 45.
  The overwhelming majority of these workers had worked in their former work units for at least 10 years. The ACFTU survey demonstrated that 49.5% of them had 10 to 20 years of working experience, and 38.7% had worked in their previous enterprises for a period as long as 20 to 30 years.  

These laid-off workers, researches further reveal, were not well-educated.  The ACFTU survey gave the following statistics: 54.86% of them had graduated from junior-high school or received less education, 43.57 held a high school diploma, and merely 1.57% of the laid-off workers were college or university graduates. Beijing research supported this conclusion by demonstrating that 94.5% of their informants had high school, junior high school, or less education.
  A sizable number of these poorly educated laid-off workers (the cohort of age 45 to 50) were sent down youth, the so-called “lost generation”.  This generation went through its schooling years during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), when schools were shut down, and everyone was making revolution instead.  After graduation they were sent to the countryside to be manual labor; most did not return to their home cities until mid-1970s or later.  Only a small number of this generation managed to enter universities when the national university entrance examination was reinstituted in 1977, and therefore many could land a manual work on the shop floor only.
  Working hard and performing their job dutifully, these laid-off workers had been considered highly experienced on their post.  Their skill nevertheless was rudimental and nontransferable. 

Statistics issued in 1997 further reveal that the massive layoff during the 1990s was a gendered process.  Women constitute over 60% of the laid-off workers, while they accounted for 37-40% of the total urban labor forces. Beijing research showed that in this city, women workers were likely hit even harder than the national average; 66.8% of those surveyed were females.
  Feminist scholars therefore commented that the weight of China SOE restructure “impinged so heavily, and disproportionately, on women workers”.
 
The laid-off workers--middle-aged individuals who were more likely females with a high-school education or lower—were the new urban poor.  Their income dropped two thirds when they lost their posts, and their reemployment prospect was quiet bleak.   
The State Set the Tone and ACFTU Beat the Drum

In December 1997, the ACFTU president Wei Jianxing gave a speech entitled “Understanding and Implementing the Gist of the Fifteenth Party Congress, the ACFTU should Play a Better Role in Overall Situation” at the Fifth Executive Committee of the ACFTU Twelfth Congress.  In his speech Wei emphasized that the unions’ top priority was to unite all workers across the nation in order to fulfill the tasks decided at the Fifteenth Party Congress.  More specifically, the ACFTU and its grass root organizations should “educate and guide the masses of the workers to understand” Party’s key policies “in a correct and comprehensive manner,” promoting SOE reforms.  The ACFTU, Wei pointed out, must “firmly and strongly support all economic reform policies issued by the Party and government,” guiding workers to “fully comprehend the essentiality and significance of economic reforms and, as the masters of the country, to contribute to the SOE restructure.”
 Such rhetoric was not jargon or cliché uttered to offer lip service for the regime.  It is a solid guarantee provided by Wei, a standing member of the Party’s Politburo, to ensure that the ACFTU under his charge would wholeheartedly support and defend the government stance.


In response to Wei’s call, the official mouthpiece of the ACFTU were actively motivated to undertake the difficult task of switching laid-off workers’ anger and hatred away from government economic policies to focus instead on their own lower quality.  The term Suzhi thus frequently appeared in union’s publications and the educational function of the trade unions was greatly emphasized to improve workers’ overall quality.

Workers’ Daily and China Staff Education, both published by the ACFTU, spent large space publicizing and disseminating the fifteenth congress gist.  An article entitled “Market Economy, Legal System, and Population Suzhi” in Workers’ Daily on 12 November 1997 recapitulated the main tasks raised at the Fifteenth Party Congress as to further develop socialist market economy, promoting SOE reforms, to improve as well as consummate socialist legal system, and to enhance population Suzhi.  “Facilitation of population Suzhi” is lifted to be “one of the three pillars” of market economy because “people are the subject and ultimate goal of building market economic system.  Only when the Chinese have obtained the suitable Suzhi required by the economic system, we are able to shoulder the formidable task of economic reforms”, the article of a whole page analyzed 
  

In ACFTA publications, Suzhi is defined as comprising of three key components—skill quality, comprehensive quality, and moral quality.  Skill is seen as “the core of workers’ capacity, demonstrating their ability to handle their work as well as to learn modern technology”.  Comprehensive quality mainly indicates workers’ education as well as intelligence.  Moral quality talks about the values, outlook, mentality, conduct and behavior of a worker.
   In face of the massive layoffs, the ACFTU deemed it unions’ responsibility to advance workers’ values and outlook in order for them to adapt to the changing situation and support government policies.  Ni Haomei, the vice president of the ACFTU, emphasized that one of the prominent components of union’s political education is “to guide the vast numbers of ordinary workers to adopt correct values and outlook…and help workers understand the basic laws and knowledge of the socialist market economy.”  In another article also published in Workers’ Daily, Ni focused on laid-off workers specifically, calling on trade union branches to “help workers understand that unemployment is unavoidable. Although it will bring difficulties to some workers, it is, fundamentally speaking, good for the economic development, compatible to the long term interests of the working class.”
   

Suzhi Improvement—Embracing the Core Value of Market Economy

In 1997 and 1998, numerous articles, editorial comments, and readers’ letters appeared in Workers’ Daily and China Staff Education, on purpose to make workers see unemployment as the iron law of economic development, a sign of social progress.  In an article entitled “The Sign of the Social Progress”, the author explains that when China was under planed economy, the government paid workers low wage in order to provide a job for everyone. The consequence was monopoly, inefficiency, and ineffectiveness. The social equity and stability were therefore archived at the serious expanses of economic growth and competition. To see things in this light, the author reasons, unemployment in fact marks the progress and development of the whole society although it brings suffering to certain individuals. “Keeping unemployment at a low rate could maintain workers under pressure, pushing them to improve their skill quality.”
  
In line with such neo-liberal argument, social Darwin rhetoric frequented the ACFTU publications.  An article in Workers’ Daily writes: “Market economy does not like tears.  In the struggle to survive, the weak perished and the strong dominated.  This is an unchangeable law.” In face of the acute competition, the authors continue, a worker’s fate and destiny depend on his/her Suzhi. All workers must have a sense of crisis and urgency, being able to make good plans for themselves.  Otherwise, “they will be defeated ruthlessly”.
  A letter submitted to a discussion forum in Workers’ Daily repeats the social Darwin concept in more explicit terms: “One thing that we can be certain is that market economy is cold and ruthless. It does not tolerate lazy people.  Market is like the battlefield.  The people who move slowly pay the price.” The writer further emphasizes workers’ quality as the key for them to remain employed because an entrepreneur “will never lay off the workers with skill and moral integrity, and they will not keep unqualified workers.”  Once again, proper unemployment rate became a normal and positive social phenomenon because it generates the anxiety, driving people to work hard, to put up with low wage and poor working conditions, and to promote their Suzhi. In the words of the writer, “only in this way those who have a job will have a sense of crisis and those who lost their job will feel it urgent to adapt to the changing market.”
 
Admittedly, not all writers considered unemployment as necessary or positive, nor they all defamed the victims of policy changes.  All writers nevertheless unanimously refused to pinpoint economic reforms as the direct cause of the massive layoffs.  In addition to the zero unemployment and “iron rice bowl” policies, the heavily concentration of workers in the first industrial sector during the Maoist era is blamed as the problem. When large numbers of SOEs in manufacture sector went to bankrupt, the solution is to develop the tertiary sector which usually provide the largest number of employment opportunities.  Many laid-off workers, unfortunately, neither wish nor are able to move into the service sector comprising of white collar office work and retail posts.  “The large numbers of workers are sent home currently,” writers and labor educators concluded, “does not because of SOE reforms….the majority of our workers have low cultural and skill suzhi, especially for the SOE laid-off workers, which prevented them from re-join the labor force.”
 Instead of criticizing the unjust and corrupt process that often characterizes the SOE restructure and urging government to issue policies to alleviate workers’ conditions, the mainstream discourse of the ACFTU publications accuse the outdated employment outlook and low skill of workers for their own misery. 
   
Employment Outlook and Workers’ Reemployment
Helping laid-out workers adopt correct employment outlook is considered the key for their reentry into the labor force, emphasized by a number of union cadres and educators.
  This opinion is firmly supported by a large number of comments, observations, critiques and readers’ letters, which similarly view the “outdated and traditional employment outlook” of the laid-off workers as one of the major obstacles to their reemployment. Changing occupation outlook, therefore, is seen as an urgent task labor educators face because it is “often more difficult than locating a post.”

First, in their job hunting, these writers indicate, the SOE laid-off workers insisted to find a regular position in state sector, looking down upon temporary posts and private enterprises.  Tightly restricted by traditional concept of “decent work”, they were reluctant to work for enterprises of private ownership due to their lower social status. In addition, many former SOE workers identify private entrepreneurs as capitalists, and dreadfully felt that by working for private owned enterprises, they turn from country’s “masters” to the slaves of capitalism, which means shameful degradation.
 Many therefore would rather to stay at home than to lose their “face”. 
A report entitled “Do you want face or want a rice bowl” elaborates a reemployment dispute between 280 workers and Zibo Municipal Government of Shandong Province. These workers lost their work after their factory owned by Zibo City was closed down over 2 years ago.  Having tried many means to help these workers to locate a new job, the report relates, the city finally made a deal with a highly profitable village enterprise which agreed to take over all workers.  In addition to reasonable wage, the village enterprise generously agreed to pay medial insurance and old age pension for these workers, the benefits most private enterprises refused to provide for their recruits in today’s China.  The majority laid-off workers, the reporter accounts, surprisingly refused to accept their new post.  A male worker of 47 was upset at government decision and very emotional, saying that he had worked in the factory for over three decades, and devoted his youth and best years to it. “I cannot understand why government does not assign us to a profitable SOE so that I can hold a secure post”, the worker complained.  Such view is typical among laid-off workers, the reporter tells, and similar disputes occurred in many other places.  These workers still live in the old days, “expecting government to take care of them.” They don’t want to face the reality and don’t want to “move down” to a lower level of the occupation ladder. 
 
Furthermore, SOE laid-off workers strongly despise service jobs. Many “would rather attend machine, but to attend people.”
    Comparing laid-off workers with rural migrants, a question frequently asked in media is why in China’s urban centers, large numbers of migrants worked diligently, but furloughed workers could not find a post in their won hometown. Statistic data uncovered that in the mid-1990s, 1.6 million of migrants toiled in Shanghai with an annual income of 6.4 billion, while 350,000 local SOE layoffs were complaining about the slack market.  At the same time, Harbin had 300,000 migrant workers, but 200,000 local residents remained unemployed.
 In Hangzhou City, readers were told, when a five star hotel tried to recruit 30 attendants among the laid-off female workers at manufacture factories, merely 30 women applied and 7 of whom were hired.  One of the hired quit after working only one day. In Jinan Municipality of Shandong Province, a middle-aged female worker firmly shuns domestic service after being laid off over one year.
   Referring to such occupation view as “ridiculous”, the author admonished that “no meat pie will fall on you from sky”; laid-off workers must rely on themselves.
 
Media coverage lamented such an attitude, and some used a bitterly sarcastic tone.  Workers’ Daily, for instance, covered a job fair collectively organized by Labor Bureaus in 18 districts and counties of Beijing, in which over 1,000 employers participated.  About 44,000 posts were open for 57,000 job hunters to compete for.  Although many employers were state owned intersperses such as hospitals and airport, the opening posts were mainly in service sector: cleaners, cooks, laundry room workers, elevator operators, attendants and handymen. Job recruiters told reporters that in the past these posts were primarily filled up by migrants, but in the future they would give priority to the laid-off workers in Beijing.  The outcome of the fair, however, was disappointing as only less than ¼ of the opening posts were filled.  In spite of favorable policies, the report accounts, laid-off workers do not want to work as handymen and cleaners. With little skill the market desired for, they sought for jobs with decent pay and better working conditions, “it is difficult for ‘Reemployment Aid Project’ to help such type of persons”.  The coverage has the sentence as its title. 

Unwilling to “eat bitterness”, to work long hours, and to accept low wage is considered as another wrong employment view expressed by the SOE laid-off workers. A rice processing factory in Fenghua Municipality of Zhejiang Province hired many migrant workers.  According to the factory manager, rice processing jobs are dirty and physically demanding, the office staff laid off by the factory administration does not want to take them.  A construction company director in Beijing echoed this opinion: “We intend to hire laid-off workers, but they are too spoiled to handle our jobs.  They cannot put up with heavy and dirty work. They don’t want to work nightshifts, not mentioning about over hours. Furthermore, unlike migrants, they don’t take orders.” 
  Qingdao Municipal Sanitation Bureau hired 8 laid-off workers as garbage collectors.  After 5 days, 3 quit. Similar situation existed in Shanghai and Northeast provinces. 
  The logical conclusion is that “laid-off workers missed many opportunities because of their concept of employment.  They fear hardship and fatigue, and they try to avoid lower-paid jobs.”
   
Low Skill Quality and Reemployment

Lack of education and especially lack of required skills and knowledge is another major obstacle to laid-off workers’ reemployment, union publications indicates. The “iron rice bowl” provided by Maoist regime not only guaranteed SOE workers’ life-time employment, but also urged them to devote to their job only: “if you have a line of work, you should love it and become good at it.” Although they are highly experienced workers on their post, the job security and government policy against mobility and competition worked restraining workers’ desire for new knowledge and new skills.  Many became lazy, not interested in continuing education.  In face of the economic restructure which led to older occupations to decline or disappear and meanwhile have created new work opportunities, the laid-off workers, with their unitary skill and narrowly concentrated technological know-how, cannot meet the requirement of the fast changing and rapid growing market, media frequently covered this topic. 
Poor education and low skill not only led to many workers in Guangzhou to lose their jobs, but also prevented them from getting reemployed, a study by Guangzhou Municipal Trade Union claimed.
  In Beijing, a job fair organized by Beijing Municipal Trade Union in May 1998 provided 4,699 posts for near 10,000 laid-off workers to compete for.  But only less than 1,000 applicants had the potential to succeed. “On the one hand, numerous opening posts cannot find qualified employees, but on the other hand, large numbers of laid-off workers cannot get work.” Due to lack of education, professional skills and adroitness, the author concluded, laid-off workers were unable to handle posts requiring for special technology knowhow, interpersonal ability and creativity.
 Female workers were in an especially disadvantaged position, according to surveys. A study by the Women Worker Department of ACFTU covering 20 provinces/cities and engaging 6,413 laid-off females, 669 laid-off males, and 413 enterprises managers demonstrated that 85.8 % of laid-off women were uncompetitive in the market due to lower education, little applicable skills, and older age. For laid-off women of 35 and older, the employment prospect is particular bleak. Another report issued by the same department one year prior showed that out of the total women who had located a new job, not a single one was over 40.
  
The key for reemployment is to learn new skills and new knowledge, adapting to quickly changing market, union publications repeated.  In Huhehot of Inner Mongolia, only 30% of laid off workers were able to find a post same or similar to his/her former work, while the majority must change occupation completely.
 Since 1998, favorable and mandatory policies were issued in many cities on purpose to enhance the skill Suzhi of laid-off workers.  Fully or partially free training sessions were run for them across the country under the slogan “it is better to provide skill and ability than paying cash”.
  Shanghai allocated 25% of unemployment funds to occupation training, on purpose to gradually complete a retraining system fully sponsored by government.
  In Beijing, the Labor Bureau demanded laid-off workers to attend training sessions and those who refused face the possibility of losing living allowance.
  Yang Caigui, the chief editor of China Staff Education appealed to the trade unions ‘to strengthen their educational function to train the laid-off workers…enabling them to ‘learn three skills, be good at two, and proficient in one”.  Retraining is the “golden key for workers’ reemployment” and “it is the best protection for workers’ current interests and their long term benefits”, media declared again and again. 
   Statistic data provided by Beijing Municipal Trade Union demonstrated that the reemployment rate for laid-off workers before training was merely 20% and it sharply rose to 85% afterwards.
  
Many laid-off workers, union publications uncovered, surprisingly showed little interests in training although they were desperate for reemployment.  In Beijing, over 70% of laid-off workers were actively looking for a new post, but only 6.6% intended to going through retraining program first.
  A survey conducted by Guangzhou Municipal Trade Union covering 1,293 laid-off workers showed that only 8.1% of those stepping down from posts for 4 months or longer were attending training sessions.
 In the capital city of Changchun of Jilin Province, Trade Union, Women’s Association and Labor Bureau ran a number of free training classes for laid-off workers collectively, but many had low enrollment.
 Other provinces such as Inner Mongolia, Hubei, Hunan, and Shandong witnessed the similar phenomena.
 
The reasons for the laid-off workers’ ignorance of job training are summarized as the following: first, most of those over the age of 40 believed that they were too old to learn anything new. Second, many years of working in SOE with job security prevented them from renewing their knowledge; it is therefore difficult to convince them to try a popular new subject with technological complicity.  The last but by no means the least important factor is that with significantly reduced income, many were either doing odd jobs or busy with job hunting, care little about training classes.
 
Suzhi Improvement—Training Programs and Role Models
In addition to educating workers to “correctly” comprehend the government policy on economic reforms and support it, the ACFTU made painstaking efforts at organizing retraining programs relying on union schools of various levels.  In spite of many workers’ apathy, some accomplishments were made and a number of laid-off workers found new jobs after training.  
Since Maoist regime was established in 1949, 1,300 union education institutes were formed across China, which were mobilized to enhance laid-off workers’ skills in face of the massive unemployment.
  ACFTU set up an ambitious target, requiring union schools to offer training classes to 1.5 million laid-off workers and help one million to find employment on annual basis.  During the two years from 1996 to 1997, nearly two million attended training, and over one million of them reentered labor market, the reemployment rate of trainees being 50.75%.
  In general, three types of training were held to help workers adapt to the changing market: transfer training was provided for workers who were assigned to a different post due to enterprise restructure; reemployment training was offered to the dismissed workers who prepared to move into a different occupation; craft workshops were ran for those intended to set up their own businesses.
 Statistic data issued by ACFTU branches demonstrated that an educational network aims on laid-off workers has been established in many urban centers thanks for trade unions’ teaching capacity.
Jiangsu Provincial Trade Union established 330 training institutes, which provided 17,000 training sessions in total, and most attendants were laid-off workers.
 In Shanghai, over 1,800 training sessions in total were offered by different levels of union branches, to which more then 100,000 laid-off workers attended.  At the municipality level alone, 222 sessions were held for 10,950 trainees, and out of them 46% located a new job shortly afterwards.
 In Liaoning Province, ten training sites were set up by Shenyang Municipal Trade Union.  In 1997 alone, over 400 training sessions were provided for nearly 100,000 laid-off workers. 60% of the graduates got reemployment or set up their own businesses.
 In Hunan Province, workshops on computing basics, culinary arts, electric equipment repair, bookkeeping, tourism, and dress designing were offered between 1992 and 1996, and over 10,000 laid-off workers attended.  About the same number of the laid-off workers attended the training classes held by Tianjin Municipal Trade Union in 1996. Over 80% of trainees in the two locations found a new job.
 Training programs were provided in many other cities, but the available sources are fragment and scarce.
   
Another crucial component of unions’ education work is to publicize the laid-off workers who found a niche in society through hard work and persistent efforts.  When they face life crisis such as unemployment and financial difficulties, laid-off workers often had low self-esteem and self-confidence.  The successful stories of workers of similar experiences could encourage the rest to stand up through indomitable strive, the media reasoned.  Narrations of ordinary workers, especially female workers, who suffered serious defeat while losing their post at middle age but were not subordinate to the destiny, became hot topic of media.  Union cadres who guided co-workers to find reemployment through collective endeavor received particularly high appraise. 

Pan Guangxi, the former union president of Weifang Capet Factory, was one of the role models rewarded by the ACFTU Shandong Provincial Branch. After his factory went bankruptcy and over 500 workers lost their jobs in May 1996, Pan, together with other 30 laid-off workers, were hired by a company.  With Pan’s encouragement and help, all these workers went through probation period, and Pen, with other two, were promoted to key positions. The beginning sentence of Pan’s speech given at the conference when he received the reward highlighted the dominant discourse of the ACFTU: “To find a rice bowl, we should go to the market, not to the mayor’s door; mayor don’t have cash, so we must save ourselves.”
  Independence and self-strengthening are the conduct code that the laid-off workers, especially the female ones, should follow.

“To win we have to fight”,
 “The woman who break into market”, and “From frustration to success” are titles of tales about laid-off female workers who made themselves entrepreneurs or saleswomen.  Qi Honglan, a woman of 42, lost her jobs three times and tried three different occupations; she was the manager of a paint factory employed over 80 workers now.
  Yang Bo lost her job at a textile factory in 1992.   After several years of diligent work, she became the champion sales of a pharmaceutical company because of honesty and persistence. To win over customers, she left husband and young child to travel alone in the countryside.  Her experience is that “the market does not need tears, but needs people who wipe away tears and hewed out a path fearlessly.”
  Persistence, devotion, and courageousness are other moral characters that the ACFTU advocated. 

Laid-off women in Shanghai were praised as the vanguards who had adopted new employment view much faster than Beijing women.  Three or four years ago, readers were told, in Shanghai domestic service and environmental sanitation were monopolized by rural migrants.  By late 1990s, laid-off staff, including former cadres, marched into these trades.  16 housekeeping training classes held in Western Shanghai had high enrollment, and 80% of graduates toiled in the occupation in 1998.
  When we have acquired a new employment outlook, ready to provide whatever the market demands, we will always find a niche in society. This is another virtue that the ACFTU expected the laid-off workers to obtain.  

Massive Layoffs and Low-Reemployment Rate: Who should be Responsible? 

The Fifteenth Party Congress formally sanctioned a radical reshuffling of SOEs in order to rid government the financial burden of sustaining small and medium-sized SOEs that were strategically unimportant.   These enterprises were allowed to explore various ownership options such as shareholding, merger, acquisition, divestiture, and bankruptcy. The SOE ownership transformation, however, often had troublesome social consequences. 

One of the consequences was rapid increase of corruption cases.  State assets quickly transferred into the hands of enterprise officials in the process of transforming the bulk of SOEs into shareholding companies.
 Another was a “systemic erosion of labor interests”, as the economic restructure “has been accompanied by severe measures against workers, including collective layoffs, deprivation of benefits, ruthless labor rights abuses, and brutal working conditions”.
 With neither state policies nor organizations to protect them effectively, workers were left under the iron heel of market as well as the despotic managerial power. 

Although the majority of laid-off workers remained quiet and passive after they suffered from job loss and dramatically reduced income, the labor demonstrations increased sharply in China: the workers involved in protest leaped from 1.1 million in 1995 to 3.6 million in 1998, according to the official record.  Mainly two critical factors drove laid-off workers onto street: subsistence crisis and corruption.
 Research shows that when workers lost their job and meanwhile were denied a minimum living allowance, they have a strong motive to protest. Furthermore, their motivation “increases if they believe that their economic plight is exacerbated by managerial corruption.”
  When state failed to meet workers’ basic needs, it is no longer able to justify the situation in the name of the “necessary cost of reforms.” Workers protested against not only economic hardship infringe on them, but also the social injustice. Many of the laid-off workers spent decades of their working lives at a state factory and made contributions to the accumulation of state assets through low wages.  Now they were forced to leave empty-handed.  The feelings of injustice grew much stronger among the workers whose factories were sold or went bankrupt because of the mal-management or corruptive practices of the mangers.  When workers lost their job, their bosses became wealthy by stealing state assets, or were assigned to a leading post at another SOE after the previous enterprise collapsed under his/her leadership. 

Fairly speaking, the central government made serious efforts to alleviate the situation, and three initiatives were put into practices:  first, it encouraged the private and tertiary sectors to absorb the dismissed workers; second, it sponsored reemployment projects across the country since 1995; and last, it began to build a social welfare net to catch those no longer receiving anything from their former work units.  Unfortunately, as studies demonstrate, non of these measures have seen much success because of scarce government funds, local abuse of central policies,
 or the discarded workers’ low competing power resulting from social structure that was created or endorsed by the Maoist regime. 

As we discussed above, many laid-off men and women in their mid-age were denied right to education under Maoist regime because of the Cultural Revolution and sending down policy. Although by 2001, the non-state sector was producing 70% of the national product, the fast growing and most profitable part of this sector was high tech industry, which was not an area that laid-off workers could expect to enter.
  They cannot compete with fresh university graduates.    
A favorable topic of media was to compare laid-off workers with the numerous migrants making a living in major urban centers.  Yet unlike the migrants, the discarded workers did not voluntarily work as peddlers, vendors, or service providers. It was unemployment, rather than market needs that compelled them to become self-employed. Many years of work by machine provided these workers with little opportunity to develop interpersonal skills, communist propaganda over the past decades cultivated their dignity and proud as masters of the working-class state, and socialist education inspired them to be loyal to their factory, devoting themselves to their work. When most creeds and precepts highly valued under Maoist regime became meaningless overnight under the smashing assault of market forces, the abandoned workers became dispirited and disillusioned, with little drive and determination to move upwards. They, therefore, cannot compete with rural migrants either. 
No matter how much hardship the rural migrants had to endure, their lives on city streets were much better in material sense than that they led in the countryside. In addition to youth and physical fitness, many had acquired social and service skills in home villages.  Researches further unveil that about 80 million of migrant workers labored in the more developed regions of China, especially in the costal cities, in 1999.
 They constituted a cheap, docile, and flexible source of labor, enabling factory owners to let go veteran hands and established despotic control over workplace.
  As media reported, when the furloughed workers sought for reemployment, they were frequently turned away due to the existence of a large pool of disposable migrant workers.
Although the mainstream discourse of union publications strongly supported government policies, focusing on the low Suzhi of the laid-off workers, ACFTU mouthpieces did publish statistic surveys on their conditions, sometimes allowing different voices to be heard.  A reading of these passionate, supportive, and sympathetic reports of dismissed workers, along with researches produced by the western scholars, allows us to glimpse these workers’ difficulties, sufferings, frustrations and efforts.  It can also deepen our understanding of the impacts of the propaganda and educational drive aimed at laid-off workers that were waged by the ACFTU. 
A reader’s letter entitled “laid-off workers were discontent because of the unfair treatment they received in market” was published in Gongren ribao.  The author states: “when the media and critics discuss layoff and reemployment, the consensus blames the outdated employment outlook of laid-off workers for their difficulties in locating a new job.  Their demands have exceeded what the society can offer when they seek for a secure post with good pay, clean and relaxed working conditions, and benefits.  Reading the true meaning between the lines, these printed words are “teaching” laid-off workers to put up with everything,” and to admit “their lower social status” than that of others. In fact “in most cases, these workers lost their job not because of their lower Suzhi, but due to social injustice, corruption, and bureaucratic management.” 
  
Various corruptive practices related to layoffs and reemployments were uncovered by domestic and foreign media. Some SOE managers dismissed workers whom they disliked, and kept those who trim their sail following leaders’ thinking; others required employees to buy shares when the enterprise changed to shareholding entity, and laid off all who refused to buy. An investigation involved 640 SOEs transformed shareholding companies discovered that 60% of these businesses had compelled employees to buy shares through various means.
  Media covered private and foreign ventures that exploited laid-off workers they recruited ruthlessly and shamelessly: deliberately paying them lower wages than their co-workers, dismissing them right after probation period to avoid raising their wages, denying any benefits, wage arrears, and, to an extreme, corporal punishment.
 Laid-off women faced discriminative age and appearance requirement when they tried to reenter the labor force: municipal sanitary bureau required female applicants to be 30 or younger; hotels demanded front desk clerks to have a height of 1.65 meter or taller; department stores wanted their sales to be young and have a charming face….
  
Raising up Workers’ Suzhi—A Double Edged Sword

Both Chinese reports and western researches have unveiled that in spite of the growing labor discontent and protests, workers in China largely accepted the emergent market economy. Even for the workers who demonstrated on street, their anger and hatred often focused on corruptive enterprise managers and local officials, rather than on state.  A research of 259 laid-off women by the Women Workers’ Department of Hebei Provincial Trade Union indicates that to the question of “who, according to you, is responsible for the slack business or bankruptcy of your factory?”  58.7% of the informants took the mismanagement of the enterprises’ head for accountable.
  In order to survive, many workers adopted market-based coping strategies; there were little signs to show that protesters’ claims were framed by socialist egalitarianism as they demanded for subsistance, not social change.
  

Chinese workers were subordinate perhaps because they saw no alternative but to adapt to the new system. Restoration of Maoist regime had no appeal to the most of them.  But it was more likely that workers’ acquiesce should be attributed to the state ideological hegemony.  The majority of workers, including those who did not ride market tide well, had identified themselves to the nation’s development strategy, accepting the core values of the market economy.   Seeing things in this light, we need to look at the part played by the ACFTU’s propaganda and educational work, especially its endorsement of Suzhi discourse that became increasingly popular along with China’s moving to a highly competitive society in the late 1990s.
 


As we have demonstrated above, union publications worked hard to persuade the laid-off workers to accept market competition as natural, unavoidable and ruthless.  Workers’ plight came not from market economy, but from their own low Suzhi, which prevented them from adapting to the fast growing economy.  Using Suzhi discourse as an ideological tool, the developmental policies adopted by post-Maoist state was justified as the only correct route leading to the whole nation’s well-being, and government’s failure to ameliorate workers’ problems was downplayed or concealed.  In addition, in the name of updating laid-off workers’ employment view, Suzhi became an index to mark the inferior status of those discarded men and women because this concept “evaluates heterogeneous human subjectivities in terms of their capacity for Development”.
   Failing to keep ones’ job attested these workers’ low skill Suzhi; unable to update ones’ professional outlook proved their low ideological Suzhi; reluctance to or failure at learning a new skill ascertained their low educational Suzhi; unwilling to be treated as a cheap, docile and disposable labor justified their low cultural Suzhi; incapable of locating a new job demonstrated their low overall Suzhi. By compelling laid-off workers in their middle-age to compete with well-educated university graduates and able-bodied young migrates, Suzhi discourse masks the assets the laid-off workers created through their working for decades with low wage, the corruptive managerial practices that often dismissed the better workers, the insufficient government funding which led to poorly ran reemployment projects, as well as the underdeveloped social welfare net that could not catch all unemployed.  In its support to Suzhi discourse, the ACFTU made the victim of the economic transformation the one to be responsible, blamed, educated, and cultivated. 

This paper, however, is different from many discussions in that it attempts to explore the positive impacts of Suzhi discourse on workers. In her book The Chinese Women’s Movement between State and Market, Ellen Judd shows that All China Women’s Federation used its Suzhi promotion campaign to press government to “provide rural women with much needed resources, including capital, technical expertise and market information.”
  Similar arguments could be made for ACFTU’s educational drive. Trade Unions’ active responses to state rhetoric on workers’ lack of Suzhi are accompanied with their vigorous campaigns on running retraining classes, appealing to and pressing on authorities to increase investment in staff educational capacities. ACFTU’s investigation report issued in 1998 explicitly pointed out the serious imbalance between the massive number of laid-off workers and the available retraining facilities. In Hubei, Hunan, and Liaoning Provinces, teaching and equipment capacity is able to provide training sessions for merely 15-20% of those who lost their work.
   Articles in Workers’ Daily called on the trade unions to protect workers’ right to training and education;
 union scholars refer enhance of workers’ Suzhi as trade union’s “social responsibility”, so ACFTU should use all means to help workers get educational opportunity.
 
Conclusion 
In the late 1990s, China’s workers became increasingly discontent in the face of the fundamental transformations that have profoundly afflicted their lives. Some became bitter, referring themselves as being “caught in an impossible position”, and considering the Party-state had “betrayed” them.
  In response to the mounting social unrests, the ACFTU largely endorsed government policy of development, viewing unemployment as a normal consequence of market economy, a price that workers need to pay in order for the country’s economy continuing to grow rapidly.  Unable to protect workers from unemployment and be ineffective in bargaining better compensation deals for the dismissed, ACFTU and its branches instead eagerly joined the choir on Suzhi promotion in which state played a leading role.  
Although union publications allowed different voices to be heard, and trade union branches ran a large number of retraining classes to assist workers adapt to the market economy, with its emphasis on the low level of skill, education, political as well as moral integrity of the laid-off workers, the ACFTU helped create a social climate that requires the “dispossessed” urban proletariat to quietly swallow the bitterness caused by the economic transformations. Through writing editorials, conducting surveys, holding forums, and running training sessions, the ultimate goal of union’s propaganda and educational work is to placate discontented workers and prevent or defuse confrontational labor actions.  It is the high priority of the party-state.
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