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I.   Introduction 

“Democracy” has been a prominent theme and a recurring rallying cry 
throughout the history of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949.  But 
the meaning of democracy in Chinese discourse, and its perceived value, has 
often been quite opaque to Western observers.  “Democratic centralism,” as 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) describes its unelected rule on behalf of 
the people, seems to many Americans to be not just a contradiction in terms 
but a monstrous charade.  And yet if one conceives of “democracy” as less of a 

binary either-or question and more of a question of degree or a spectrum, it 
is clear that one can see aspects of democratization in modern China. 

Consider the process leading to the enactment of the Labor Contract Law 
that took effect in 2008.1  The State Council passed a draft law and sent it on 
to the National People's Congress (NPC).  The NPC sought public comments 
on the draft -- and got over 190,000 of them -- and conducted surveys across 
the country.  In response to the conflicting views expressed in the comments 
and surveys, the draft law was subsequently revised four times before final 
adoption in June of 2007.   What was unusual about this process was not the 
role of the National People’s Congress in considering and voting on the law; 
that is conventional in the Chinese legislative process. What was unusual was 

the publication of the draft law and solicitation of public comments, the out-
pouring of comments, and the revisions that followed.  This is not “Democra-
cy” – neither the State Council nor the National People’s Congress is elected 
through open, contested democratic procedures.  And yet the “notice and 
comment” process represents a democratizing move, one that has been re-
peated (with varying levels of transparency) for subsequent legislation. 

Or consider the highly-publicized 2012 elections in the village of Wukan 
in Guangdong Province.  "Direct" secret ballot elections for village leaders 
have been taking place in some fashion since 1987.2  It was important 
(though not unprecedented) that the Wukan villagers got to nominate their 
own candidates for the first-level elections.  In China these so-called 

“haixuan” or “sea elections" have been often used, though often manipulated 
or denied in fact, in village elections.  The real news in Wukan was the con-
frontational means by which villagers gained these concessions -- the dra-
matic and well-publicized standoff between protesting villagers and resistant 
local CCP officials -- and the subsequent election of two protest leaders to the 
governing body of the village.  The Wukan villagers had wrested control of 
the election process from local CCP officials, apparently with the blessing of 
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higher level officials.  The episode might suggest that more democratic elec-

tion procedures are gaining traction in China.   

Recognizably democratizing tendencies, experiments, and reforms are 
evident in many parts of the very complex Chinese political landscape.  But 
one may wonder when and why these democratizing moves occur in an es-
sentially authoritarian society.  This paper examines these large questions 
through one of several possible windows:  the evolving procedures for selec-
tion of "grassroots" trade union officials – that is, for enterprise-level union 
officials.  This window on electoral democracy is decidedly partial; the frame 
conceals many important aspects of the question.  But it is a large enough 
and important enough window to reveal some larger trends and currents of 
thought regarding electoral democracy in China today – both among the citi-

zens and within the government.  The recent rise of more democratic elec-
tions at the lowest level of the trade union hierarchy may be instructive not 
only as to the evolution of labor relations in China, but also as to the future of 
democratizing reforms more generally. 

Our focus is on the All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), an 
arm of the party-state which has a closely guarded monopoly on the collec-
tive representation of workers.  In recent years of labor unrest, the ACFTU 
has been seen as largely "useless" to China’s workers, especially its migrant 
workers in the private sector.  The point was underscored by a township-
level ACFTU official who told reporters, in the midst of the 2010 Honda 
strike, that workers’ efforts to secure higher wages was “a matter between 

labor and employers.  It is inappropriate for the trade union to intervene.”3  

One problem (out of many) with the ACFTU’s ability to represent work-
ers is that workers do not choose ACFTU leaders.  That has long held true 
even at the lowest level of the organization, that is, within the enterprise.  
Elections are nominally required, and have often occurred, at that level; but 
they have been dominated by managers, who typically control the nomina-
tion process and choose one of their own to lead the union chapter.  But as 
labor unrest has risen, the ACFTU has come under growing pressure from 
above, below, and within to reform itself and to become a more effective and 
genuine representative (or overseer) of China's unruly workers.  That is the 
context in which electoral democracy in grassroots unions has become a fo-

cal point of reform. 

Recent experience in the trade union context suggests that, in China to-
day, electoral democracy -- specifically in the form of “haixuan” elections for 
grassroots leadership positions -- can sometimes appear to be the only way, 
or at least the best way, to quell localized social unrest that otherwise threat-
ens to grow into political unrest.  People with shared grievances, once they 
are sufficiently mobilized to conduct sustained collective protest actions, not 
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only can wrest substantive concessions from the regime, but can sometimes 

secure the ability to choose some of their own leaders and thereby achieve a 
measure of collective self-determination.  To the powers-that-be in China, 
electoral democracy appears to be a highly risky departure from prevailing 
conceptions of Party-led "democratic centralism"; yet it is sometimes the 
lesser of two evils, as compared to continued agitation from below.  To the 
people, electoral democracy may initially appear to be at best a means to an 
end; yet once secured, the ability to select one’s own leaders may acquire in-
trinsic value, and may be hard for the government to take back even when 
tensions abate.  At the same time, the growing practice of electoral democra-
cy at the lowest tiers of the polity may help to build up civic habits and expe-
riences that enhance the viability and appeal of democracy at higher levels.   

All these dynamics can now be seen in the current labor relations scene 
in China, especially in the comparatively tolerant environment of Guangdong 
Province, where relatively well-organized labor protest has been concentrat-
ed.  Beginning in early 2012, some groups of workers who have organized 
themselves sufficiently to carry out a strike have been able to demand genu-
ine direct haixuan election of their union leaders within the enterprise.  
Guangdong may be a special case, but China’s leaders are paying close atten-
tion to that case, and may see it as a test of the value of electoral democracy 
in securing labor peace.  

Election of union officers may seem to many readers to be only remotely 
related to political democracy.  And so it might be in the more familiar (to us) 

setting of relatively autonomous unions.  But the ACFTU is a branch of the 
party-state and an integral institution of governance in China.  Experience 
with electoral democracy in the trade union setting is thus highly relevant to 
other settings in which localized popular unrest threatens to disrupt social 
harmony and stability.  The converse is also true, for the current debates and 
developments in regard to trade union elections in China echo in many ways 
those relating to village elections since the late 1980s.  That experience – the 
good, the bad, and the ugly – offers crucial lessons regarding the prospects 
for electoral democracy taking hold in the trade union setting.  

Part II of the paper gives some crucial background on the rise of labor 
unrest in the years since China opened its doors to foreign investment and 

domestic entrepreneurship.  The threat that labor unrest poses for social and 
political stability is the problem to which leaders are seeking solutions -- so-
lutions beyond the obvious but often counterproductive response of brute 
force.  Part II also sketches the structure and role of the ACFTU, with particu-
lar attention to impediments to the union's accountability to workers and to 
its ability to help solve the problem of labor unrest.  The aim of this Part is to 
give a concise account of the particular context of labor relations within 
which electoral democracy has become a pressing issue.  
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Part III begins by taking a step back and considering (in very broad com-

parative and historic strokes) the relationship between unions' accountabil-
ity to workers and the promotion of industrial peace.  We then turn to cur-
rent proposals for more democratic elections for union officers at the enter-
prise level.  While elections have long existed on paper, real elections in 
which workers control the nomination process – haixuan elections – are rare.  
All of the powerful actors in China’s labor relations scene – national and local 
ACFTU and CCP officials, as well as employers –worry that open elections will 
lead to the escalation of conflict and the loss of control.  But sometimes the 
alternative – the continuation of the current conflict – seems worse, and real 
elections are permitted to go forward.  So haixuan elections are on the rise.   
Part IV briefly examines what is driving both the supply of and the demand 

for haixuan elections. 

We conclude by posing some questions and venturing some hypotheses 
about the future of democratic elections in Chinese unions (and perhaps 
more generally).  Many leading labor relations scholars and some policymak-
ers seem to regard the labor relations arena as a major testing ground for 
democratizing reforms. They see democratization as a process that proceeds 
step by step – “yí bù, yí bù” (though the steps do not necessarily lead to what 
Westerners would regard as full-fledged electoral democracy).  Some of 
those steps are taking place today as a result of growing collective con-
sciousness and collective action among China’s beleaguered workers.       

II. China's Labor Question and the Urgency of Reform in the ACFTU  

Any discussion of electoral democracy in China’s trade union requires 
some understanding of the contemporary problem of labor unrest in China, 
its origins, and the nature and structure of China’s leading labor relations ac-
tor, the ACFTU.  We offer a brief account of those matters here.  

 A.  Rising Labor Unrest and the Turn to Labor Relations Reform 

China’s contemporary labor question began to emerge with the liberali-
zation of China’s economy in the late 1970s, when Deng Xiaoping and other 
pragmatists within the Party elite took charge after Mao’s disastrous Cultural 
Revolution.  Foreign companies began to beat a path to China’s factories and 
its low-wage labor market.  And China’s rural peasants, spurred on by pov-
erty and family necessity, dreams of prosperity, and duty to county, began to 

beat their own tortured paths to those factories.  For many, the long hours, 
low wages, and dangerous and degrading conditions that they found there 
were apparently preferable to a rural life devoid of prospects.4  At the same 
time, the rapid growth of private and foreign-owned enterprises helped drive 
the rationalization and partial privatization of the SOEs; and that in turn led 
to the shattering of the "iron rice bowl" -- the encompassing  if modest set of 
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workplace-based entitlements to housing, food, education, and health care 

that urban workers enjoyed under Mao.5   

The two groups of workers -- those of the declining "rustbelt" of state-
owned factories in the north and those of the booming but brutally exploita-
tive factories of the "sunbelt" -- each developed their own characteristic set 
of grievances.6  From the "rustbelt" came the grievances of urban workers 
whose relatively high wages, benefits, and lifetime security in the SOEs, and 
their proclaimed standing as "masters of the factory," were all upended in the 
more competitive environment that followed liberalization.  Workers pro-
tested both the crumbling of their own former entitlements and the enrich-
ment of the elite few.7  But the world's attention (and our own) has been 
drawn largely to China's “sunbelt” and its rapidly expanding "private sector." 

In these foreign-owned, jointly-owned, and domestic private enterprises, 
poor migrant workers bore the brunt of very low wages, very long hours, and 
abysmal working conditions.  Collective representation was non-existent, as 
the ACFTU ignored the private and foreign-invested sector, while the state 
harshly suppressed any sign of workers' independent organizing.8   

The Chinese state both orchestrated the rise of capitalist development 
and retained considerable leverage over private enterprises.9  Yet effective 
state regulation of factories lagged behind.10  An important clue to the seem-
ing paradox of continuing state leverage and lagging regulation lies in the fact 
that the “capitalists” and the local officials who regulated them were often 
one and the same.  High ranking local party members acquired businesses on 

egregiously favorable terms; and, beginning in 1992, local business owners 
were welcomed into the CCP.11  For the first few decades of "reform and 
opening," the lure of profits at the local level thus reinforced national policies 
that prioritized economic growth over decent wages and working conditions.  
The result was a bare-knuckled version of laissez faire capitalism reminiscent 
of the era of “liberty of contract” in the U.S.12  Indeed, some Chinese leaders' 
“scientific” understanding of the stages of socialist development may have 
foretold, even prescribed, a period of labor exploitation.13  

In such conditions, the rise of collective labor unrest could surely come 
as no surprise.  Chronically long hours, low wages, and hazardous conditions 
created tinderbox conditions in which a spark – an accident, a worker's col-

lapse from exhaustion, the discharge of a pregnant worker, or the failure to 
pay promised wages – may produce an explosion.14  There have been many 
sparks and many explosions in the past two decades.  The resulting “mass 
incidents” – which involve anywhere from ten individuals to thousands – 
have become a major preoccupation of the regime.  The government has 
stopped reporting these statistics, but a senior Party source put the number 
of "mass incidents" in 2008 at 127,467, perhaps one-third of them labor-
related.  Foreign sources estimated 180-190,000 mass incidents in 2011.15  
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One factor in rising worker unrest is sociological:  Many early migrant 

workers, raised in the dire poverty of the 1960s and 1970s and the parox-
ysms of the Cultural Revolution, were encouraged, and were willing, to “let a 
few get rich first.”16  Today's migrant workers, most born after 1979 in the 
“one-child” era, are said to be unwilling to “eat bitterness” as their parents 
did.  The new generation is more disposed to pursue their own interests, and 
to see their interests as diverging from those of the rich.  For now, these aspi-
rations may be fueling the rise of collective labor protest (though strains of 
individualism and materialism may also curb those collective impulses, at 
least if economic growth continues). 

 Until recently, most labor protests arose from “rights disputes” – the al-
leged violation of legal or "contractual" entitlements.  Most disputes 

stemmed from simple non-payment of wages owed; and most arose from col-
lective grievances.  In principle, the law afforded remedies for these claims, 
but the reality fell far short.  In addition to the vagaries of proof, lack of legal 
representation, and fly-by-night employers that stymie many low-wage 
workers, even in the U.S., Chinese workers were often unable to prove the 
existence of an employment relationship, or were rebuffed because of the 
sensitivity of the dispute.17  Collective claims in particular were mostly 
turned away.  Even when workers prevailed, they were rarely awarded full 
compensation; they were expected to compromise regardless of the merits.   

Local officials’ and judges’ receptivity to workers’ complaints was un-
dermined by their own interest in promoting local economic growth.  Even 

apart from their lucrative ties with local business owners, local officials were 
evaluated and rewarded by the central government mainly on that basis.  
(Crucially, there is no “separation of powers,” and not even the pretense of 
judicial independence, in China.)  It was often after one or more fruitless vis-
its to the local labor bureau or labor arbitration body, typically over wage ar-
rears, that workers took to the streets.18  When they did so, their claims were 
usually self-consciously expressed in terms of “rights.”19  

 Rising labor unrest, mainly over “rights disputes,” had become a major 
social issue by 2007, when China enacted three major labor laws, including 
the sweeping Labor Contract Law (LCL).  This suite of reforms, which sought 
to beef up both the substance and enforcement of individual labor rights, was 

a logical response to the rise of collective rights disputes.20  The intent was 
obviously to afford workers an official avenue for peaceful redress of “rights 
disputes.”  The result has been a dramatic rise in labor-related complaints 
through official arbitral and judicial channels.21  But these reforms proved 
inadequate to stem the tide of labor unrest.  That is partly because many of 
the problems that workers faced before the reforms persisted thereafter:  
Workers still lacked legal representation, and tribunals still insisted on indi-
vidual treatment of collective disputes.  Moreover, the flood of post-LCL 
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claims swamped tribunals, leading to delays and pressure to “mediate” or 

settle claims for very partial relief.  For some white collar workers, the LCL 
proved quite helpful; many employers complain that the law tipped the bal-
ance too far in workers’ favor.  But for most factory workers, it simply failed 
to afford reasonable redress of widely-shared grievances. 

In the meantime, a larger labor relations challenge has emerged.  While 
policymakers sought to expand official channels of redress for workers’ 
rights disputes, China’s workers have decided they want more – not only 
vindication of their legal rights and enforcement of minimum standards, but 
higher wages.  The rise of “interest disputes” started with a bang in May, 
2010, with the highly publicized strike by over 1800 workers at the Nanhai 
Honda component factory.  The Honda strike, the biggest and longest-

running strike ever in a foreign-invested Chinese factory, virtually shut down 
three downstream Honda assembly plants for nearly two weeks, and cost 
Honda up to $350 million a day.  It triggered strikes at another Honda com-
ponent factory and other foreign and domestic automakers, and ushered in a 
new wave of economic interest strikes:  Workers were seeking higher wages 
and better working conditions.22   

The post-Honda strike wave has dramatically underscored the inade-
quacy of the government's favored reform strategy of improving and enforc-
ing minimum standards, and highlighted the need for institutional reforms 
that enable workers to press their own demands.  China’s leaders well know 
the history of industrialization, in which the resolution of workers’ collective 

interest disputes (as opposed to their sheer repression) has been found in 
some form of collective bargaining.  That is what workers have demanded 
and that is what governments have instituted, grudgingly or otherwise.  Chi-
na is no exception.  Although official sources continue (tellingly, as we will 
see) to insist on the term “collective consultation,” collective bargaining has 
been on the front burner for policymakers for the last several years, and the 
Honda strike brought new urgency to these discussions.   

Many questions about collective bargaining are on the table.  For exam-
ple, will bargaining take place on at the enterprise level or at the sectoral lev-
el?  The practice so far includes some of each, and varies by province and in-
dustry; that sort of heterogeneity is likely to persist.  Another crucial ques-

tion is what leverage will workers have to induce management to grant con-
cessions?  Historically workers’ main leverage in collective bargaining has 
been the strike; and lately Chinese workers have been getting quite a lot of 
leverage out of strikes.  But strikes are not legally protected in China -- they 
are deemed overly confrontational in the "harmonious society" to which the 
regime aspires -- and historically the ACFTU has had nothing to do with 
strikes (except for trying to stop them).23  So it is nearly certain that strikes 
will not be the officially prescribed recourse for workers unsatisfied with 
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employers’ offers.  What then is supposed to induce employers to bargain?  

Interest arbitration?  Government persuasion?   These two possibilities are 
not entirely distinct from each other, and are likely to be more viable in China 
than our own history and experience might suggest.   

But the most vexed question of all, and the focus of this paper, is about 
whether and how workers are to be represented at the negotiating table.  
The ACFTU is not really a trade union as we understand the term in the West 
(and under international labor law).  But as the official representative of all 
of China’s workers, it will be central to any official strategy for dealing with 
the problem of labor unrest.  In fact, as we will see, the national ACFTU was 
quick to respond to the Honda strikes with its own reform proposals.  In or-
der to understand those proposals, however, one must understand what it is 

that is being reformed.  

B. The ACFTU:  Arm of the CCP?  Pawn of Management?  Both? 

The ACFTU is a nation-wide "mass organization" with federations at the 
provincial, municipal, county, rural township, and municipal district levels, 
and with 1.7 million "grassroots" branches within enterprises.24  So why is 
the union commonly said to be “useless” to workers seeking to improve their 
wages and working conditions?25  One answer is quite simple:  The ACFTU is 
not a genuine representative of the workers but a creature of the ruling CCP 
and a vehicle for promoting party rule and regime stability.  There is much 
that is true and important in that simple answer, but there are also important 
complications, contradictions, and changes within the ACFTU.  

The ACFTU, first established in 1921, went through ups and downs dur-
ing Mao’s rule before its reestablishment in 1978 on the cusp of economic 
liberalization.26  There were brief flashes of independent activism within the 
ACFTU in the 1980s; but after 1989 (and Tiananmen, and the union-led top-
pling of the communist regime in Poland), it was brought under tighter party 
control.27  It serves as one of the major Leninist “transmission belts” by 
which dictates of party leaders are conveyed down to the “masses,” and the 
masses’ concerns up to the leaders.28  The ACFTU’s particular mission is es-
pecially contradictory:  It is supposed to both protect worker interests and 
advance the interests of “the working class as a whole” -- which include 
maintaining production and promoting economic growth -- while “upholding 

the Party's cause” and “consolidating the Party's basis of rule.”29  In terms 
often heard today, the ACFTU is supposed to both protect worker rights 
(weiquan) and protect stability (weiwen); but when those aims conflict, 
weiwen generally wins.  

At its modern re-inception in 1978, the ACFTU was adapted to function 
in a planned economy dominated by SOEs that were managed on behalf of 
“the worker state,” not shareholders.30  The union’s constituents were the 
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urban workers -- including managerial and administrative personnel -- 

whose entire life and welfare centered around their “work unit” (danwei).  
The ACFTU retained that basic character and that limited constituency for 
many years -- even as private and foreign-owned capital and rural migrant 
workers began to flow into China's "sunbelt," even as the SOEs began to con-
tract and, through restructuring, to mimic their market-driven private coun-
terparts, and even as wealth and salary disparities mushroomed.  In short, 
the dramatic transition from a state-controlled economy to a market econo-
my had brought no fundamental alteration of either the AFCTU's structure or 
its official mission.   

The ACFTU’s ability to represent workers’ interests is compromised by 
party control; yet the regime tolerates no alternative institutions of worker 

representation.  The ACFTU’s official monopoly is aggressively enforced on 
the ground.  Independent union-like groups that purport to organize work-
ers, especially across factories, are flatly illegal and virtually non-existent.31  
Even labor NGOs that advocate workers’ interests or represent them in legal 
disputes find only a tenuous and shifting toehold.32   

China’s rejection of the principle of “freedom of association,” a core in-
ternational labor right and central organizing principle of the International 
Labor Organization, long made the ACFTU a pariah within the Western labor 
movement.  But China's economic growth, integration into the world econo-
my, and impact on global labor standards has made some form of engage-
ment over Chinese labor issues look increasingly vital,33 while the regime’s 

unflinching resistance to political change on this front has discouraged hopes 
in the near term for the development of an independent labor movement.  
The ACFTU, however flawed a vehicle of worker representation, has come to 
be seen as "the only game in town" in a town that could not be ignored.34  

The formally monolithic character of the ACFTU obscures both crucial 
distinctions and interesting developments within the ACFTU.  To begin with, 
there is an important distinction between the enterprise chapters of the 
ACFTU and the rest of the ACFTU hierarchy.  While the former is straight-
forwardly an arm of the party, the latter typically function (if they function at 
all) more as an arm of enterprise management.35  But these generalizations, 
too, risk obscuring important variations and developments.  

1.  The ACFTU Outside the Enterprise and the Complexity of Party Control 

The ACFTU hierarchy mirrors the organization of the party, from nation-
al to provincial and local levels of administration; and ACFTU positions are 
staffed by party cadres – indeed, career civil servants -- whose AFCTU tenure 
was often a stepping stone in a career within the party apparatus.36  As a 
branch of the party-state, the ACFTU is obviously subject to party-state con-
trol.  At the same time, control is not complete, and is not simply hierarchical, 



 10 

or even vertical.  In general, the Leninist principles of “democratic central-

ism” dictate strict hierarchical organization, with lower levels of the organi-
zation subject to the authority of higher levels.37  But Party control of the 
ACFTU operates mostly “horizontally,” from the national party to national 
ACFTU, from provincial party to provincial ACFTU chapters, and so on down 
to the local level.  Horizontal control by the relevant party branch dominates 
vertical control either by the national ACFTU or by its industrial branches, 
and it is often through these horizontal relationships that the ACFTU is en-
listed to participate in weiwen (protecting stability) activities.38   

As many scholars have observed, the sheer size and complexity of China 
confers a measure of de facto local autonomy from the central government, 
the ancient roots of which are captured in the Chinese aphorism, "the sky is 

high, and the emperor is far away."39  Local ACFTU and CCP officials have 
thus often been able to resist direction from the center.  That resistance has 
often been exerted in the interest of the local businesses that are both en-
gines of economic growth and often a source of personal enrichment for local 
officials.  But it has also created space for innovation on behalf of workers.  
For example, officials in Guangdong province (in the Pearl River Delta near 
Hong Kong) and their counterparts in Zhejiang province (south of Shanghai) 
have experimented off and on with direct election of union officials.40  

The horizontal nature of party control of the ACFTU, and the responsive-
ness to local concerns that this entails, is a double-edged sword for workers.  
On the one hand, greater central control of the ACFTU hardly seems likely to 

enhance accountability and responsiveness to workers at the grassroots.  On 
the other hand, a centrally-directed ACFTU that is committed to representing 
workers, raising wages, and reversing trends toward growing inequality 
could be a powerful ally for workers in their disputes with private and for-
eign businesses.  

Especially since the Honda strikes, powerful voices within the ACFTU 
have questioned its two-way “transmission belt” function, as well as its role 
in reconciling the interests of workers and employers.41  They believe that 
employers are represented through other channels, and see the ACFTU’s 
function as the more coherent and traditional one (internationally speaking) 
of representing workers’ interests vis-a-vis employers.  That does not mean 

that they see the union’s role in adversarial terms, nor that they seek to arm 
themselves with the “economic weapons” by which this adversarial contest is 
traditionally carried out in the U.S.  But it is a major change that may both 
explain and trigger other changes in the ACFTU’s structure and conduct.  

2. ACFTU at the Grassroots and the Problem of Management Domination 

The enterprise chapters of the ACFTU, or "grassroots unions," have a dif-
ferent character.  The enterprise unions are officially assigned the task of 
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representing workers within the enterprise.42  But even apart from the con-

flict posed by their assigned role in promoting discipline and maintaining 
production, the conventional wisdom is that "firm level union branches are 
weak, non-democratic and subordinate to management.”43  That is partly be-
cause unions’ charge to represent workers is rarely backed up by democratic 
mechanisms of selection (as we will see in more detail below).44  

It is more than ironic that the ACFTU encompasses both a massive na-
tionwide wing of the Chinese Communist Party and over a million enterprise-
level unions that are mostly pawns of profit-seeking capitalist corporations.45  
The contradictory nature of the ACFTU reflects some of the central contradic-
tions within contemporary China’s political economy.  Like many features of 
China’s labor market institutions, the subordination of enterprise unions to 

management is partly a holdover from the SOE era in which managers’ re-
sponsibilities ran not to shareholders but to the workers of the enterprise 
and the “worker state.”46  But that begs the question of why the union struc-
ture has not been overhauled to suit the needs of workers within privately-
owned profit-making enterprises.  One answer is that, until the last decade, 
the ACFTU had almost no presence in the private and foreign-owned sector 
(where rural migrant workers predominated), and found itself mostly strug-
gling to quell the anger and cushion the fall of urban SOE workers whose se-
curity, benefits, and status were crumbling in the wake of “restructuring.”  

More recently, and especially in the era of the “harmonious society,” it 
has become clear to the regime that social harmony and political stability re-

quired addressing the concerns and quelling unrest among the millions of 
mostly migrant workers in the enormous and growing non-state sector.  In 
2003, the ACFTU opened unions to previously excluded rural migrant work-
ers; and in 2006, it set out with much fanfare to "organize" the operations of 
large, Fortune-500 firms in China.  By the end of 2008, the ACFTU claimed to 
have organized more than 82 percent of the Fortune 500 companies that do 
business within China.47  The ACFTU now has as its stated goal “to establish 
union organizations in all foreign-invested enterprises in China.”48  But what 
does this “organizing” mean for workers on the ground?  

Most of the ACFTU's organizing of foreign-owned enterprises followed 
this pattern:49  Local ACFTU officials, faced with quotas for enterprise union 

formation, would call managers to announce that the enterprise had been 
targeted for formation of a union chapter.  When management in turn called 
its lawyers in a panic, the lawyers delivered "bad news" and "good news":  
The "bad news" was that management had little choice but to accede to the 
ACFTU’s demand, and to channel two percent of the firm’s payroll to the un-
ion.  The "good news" was that the union's presence would otherwise make 
little difference to the firm's operations.  That is because, first, management 
could select (or arrange for the election of) a union chair who was not only 
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friendly to management but part of management (albeit perhaps wearing his 

or her other hat as a CCP cadre).50  Second, if a union sought to secure a "col-
lective agreement," it would agree to one that merely incorporated the law's 
minimum standards (along with some modest worker welfare provisions, 
like better food and breaks for women workers).  Moreover, management 
was assured that ACFTU unions never organize strikes, and indeed take seri-
ously their responsibility to avoid work stoppages.  The ACFTU's ability to 
prevent strikes was part of its pitch to foreign-owned corporations.51 

In some ways these enterprise union chapters resemble the "company 
unions" that were popular with some U.S. companies in the 1920s and early 
1930s, but were outlawed by the NLRA in 1935.52  But management domina-
tion of grassroots unions in China has its own distinct genealogy in the Mao-

ist state-owned economy.  Apart from the unions' official mission of main-
taining labor discipline and minimizing work stoppages, and their complete 
dependence on management for funding (in the form of the 2 percent payroll 
tax),53 there is the fact that the union represents all workers in the enter-
prise, including managers.54  Of course, managers seem likely to side with 
“the employer” on many issues of concern to rank-and-file workers, and in 
any case simply do not share the same conditions of employment.   

One might have thought that the conflict of interest between capital (and 
its managers) and labor would be especially obvious in China with its nomi-
nally Marxist ideological commitments.  But even as the ACFTU is refocusing 
its mission on representing workers, there is resistance to the notion of insti-

tutionalizing conflict within enterprises.  The prevailing view remains that, 
among and within legitimate social actors (which now include private corpo-
rations), “contradictions” should be mediated within comprehensive institu-
tions, not fought out between contesting ones.55  The wall-to-wall, top-to-
bottom definition of the union’s constituency thus seems unlikely to change.  
But neither does it seem inevitably to preclude union representation of front-
line workers’ interests, as the latter clearly outnumber managers.  But that 
brings us to the final source of management domination, and the one that will 
occupy us here:  Workers have not been able to choose their own union offic-
ers.  Grassroots union leaders (that is, officers of enterprise ACFTU chapters) 
have typically been chosen, with or without “election,” by managers in con-
sultation with CCP cadres.  Indeed, at least until very recently, the union 

chairs typically were top managers.  It is the absence of meaningful union 
elections that has become a chief target of reform.  

Before turning directly to the election issue, let us briefly step back and 
take stock:  With the subjection of the SOEs to market forces and the expan-
sion of the private economy, China's party-state shifted from a conception of 
productive enterprises as integral components of the state to a more familiar 
(to us) conception of enterprises as largely autonomous entities whose activ-
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ities needed to be regulated in the interest of society.  The shift from an ad-

ministrative to a regulatory posture toward corporations is not complete; the 
requirement that each enterprise maintain a CCP chapter shows the contin-
ued vigor of the older view.  Moreover, the regulatory state is still very much 
a work in progress.  But by and large, as in other modern market economies, 
collective economic activity in the corporate form enjoys a large measure of 
autonomy, and is regulated rather than directly managed by the state.  

But the regime has not made the parallel shift with respect to collective 
labor activity, which the regime still seeks to administer or manage rather 
than to regulate.  Officially, collective labor activity is the exclusive province 
of the party-state’s own ACFTU rather than that of autonomous, self-
organized groups subject to regulatory oversight.  For now, the regime’s own 

reform efforts remain wholly within that framework.  But much of the inter-
national community will judge those efforts by whether they tend toward 
greater autonomy for workers and their own organizations.   

The judgment of the international community is far from the top concern 
of China's leaders in the field of labor relations.  Their main concern, and a 
major impetus for reform, is that unions that are useless to workers in re-
solving their disputes with employers are also useless to the regime in pro-
moting labor peace.  Management domination of grassroots union chapters 
has thus come to look like more of a problem than a solution to labor unrest.  
As labor unrest has risen, the ACFTU has thus come under growing pressure 
from above, below, and within to reform itself and become a more effective 

and genuine representative (or overseer) of China's unruly workers.  That is 
the context in which electoral democracy has become a leading reform goal. 

III.  The Urgency and the Challenges of Reforming Union Elections 

 Making the ACFTU more responsive and accountable to workers has be-
come a major focus of reform efforts; and yet those efforts face daunting 
hurdles – deeply entrenched structural barriers to democratization and 
powerful interests in maintaining official control of workers.  In this part I 
explore both the logic behind the recent push for more democratic union 
elections and some of the challenges that lie ahead. 

A. Why Elections Matter:  The Relationship between Unions’ Regula-
tory Role, their Representativeness, and Industrial Peace  

[This section is newly written and citation-free for now.]  The Honda strike 
underscored both the inadequacy of the regime’s favored reform strategy of 
improving and enforcing minimum standards, and the uselessness of the 
ACFTU in promoting industrial peace.  The well-organized strike and negotia-
tions, and the ACFTU's unhelpful role in them, highlighted both the possibil-
ity and the necessity of real collective bargaining and real elected leadership, 
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and made it clear that, absent serious reforms within the ACFTU, both might 

take place outside the officially-designated trade union structure. 

China’s leaders thus face a serious dilemma:  On the one hand, leaders 
are anxious to maintain party control of the official labor movement.  On the 
other hand, leaders are also anxious to get a handle on the problem of work-
er unrest, and their prescribed mechanism for doing that is proving deficient.  
The ACFTU’s ability to lead or control the workers is deeply compromised by 
the workers’ perception that the union is merely a tool of the party-state and, 
within the enterprise, of management.  So the regime’s effort to maintain par-
ty control of the ACFTU is in tension with its desire to bring worker unrest 
under control.   

It may be helpful to step back and view China’s current labor pains in a 

historic and comparative perspective – painted here with a very broad brush:  
In the major industrial economies of the world, workers have generally won 
basic rights of freedom of association and collective bargaining not (or not 
only) by electing sympathetic legislators or persuading elites of the justice of 
their cause, but by making those rights the price of industrial peace.  In other 
words, workers won their basic rights by creating a problem of labor unrest 
to which unions and collective bargaining became the solution.   

The U.S. provides a familiar case in point.  To telescope the history to an 
embarrassing degree:  During the early decades of the twentieth century, la-
bor organizing, agitation, and economic pressure, often aimed at inducing 
private employers to bargain and grant concessions, were frequently met 

with state repression – police action, criminal sanctions, injuctions, civil pen-
alties.  The labor movement and its leadership were bruised, battered, and 
often weakened by these confrontations; but they were also hardened and 
politicized.  Labor conflict became more violent and more political, and at 
times seemed to pose an existential threat to the existing political and eco-
nomic order.  Some combination of workers’ votes and a growing belief 
among elites in the justice of their demands surely provided the political en-
ergies for the New Deal labor reforms that legitimized unions and collective 
bargaining.  But indispensable to their success, both in Congress and in the 
Supreme Court, was the conviction that industrial peace and basic social or-
der could not be secured without the creation of a legal framework for union 

recognition, collective worker action, and collective bargaining.   

Extrapolating from this drastically compressed account, we offer a hy-
pothesis:  Once workers gain the capacity to pursue shared economic aims 
through strikes and other forms of collective protest, direct public regulation 
of workers’ collective action becomes costly and counterproductive.56  Gov-
ernments in modern industrial societies regulate workers’ collective dissent 
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mainly through the intermediate institution of trade unions.  Unions regulate 

workers; governments regulate unions.  Let me explain. 

Governments have limited tools for the direct regulation of workers’ 
strike and protest activity; they typically turn to the use of force, perhaps 
backed by executive or judicial directive.  But that sort of intervention by 
public authorities tends both to escalate the level of conflict and to politicize 
it – to shift the focus of workers’ collective discontent from private employ-
ers to public officials and institutions.  The solution to the “labor question” in 
one industrial society after another in the early to mid-20th century was 
found in the very institutions that were leading workers’ protests:  the trade 
unions.  The labor law frameworks established in the mid-20th century 
through much of the industrialized world offering unions a quid pro quo:  Un-

ions gained public legitimacy, a bundle of privileges and protections, and the 
ability to secure gains for workers through peaceful channels; but all these 
gains were conditioned, more or less explicitly, on the unions’ acceptance of a 
regulatory role in securing industrial peace.   

Unions were thus enabled by the labor laws to tap workers’ collective 
power to disrupt production and social order, to direct it into peaceful forms 
of economic conflict, and to strategically deploy it to achieve instrumental 
ends.  But they could only use workers’ collective power by regulating it.  
That allowed the government, in turn, to step back from the front lines in the 
regulation of workers’ labor activity.  The larger society (including employers 
and the public) could thus secure industrial peace, and the depoliticization 

and de-escalation of labor conflict, by regulating the unions.  Unions were in-
duced to keep collective action within lawful bounds through a combination 
of rewards (including better contracts, dues payments, and a seat at the table 
in economic policymaking) and punishments (fines and injunctions against 
certain potent labor tactics and violent or trespassory activity).  The mid-20th 
century settlement of the “labor question” made unions central to the regula-
tion of labor conflict. 

Of course, it is ironic to draw this lesson from U.S. history, given the 
steady decline of union density and strike levels to historically low levels.57  
Somehow the U.S. in the 21st century has managed to secure “industrial 
peace” without a large labor movement or a large role for collective bargain-

ing.  That is another story, ripe for recounting, but not here.58  Suffice it to say 
that the lessons of the 1930s and 1940s may be more relevant for China than 
those of the 2000s (though that is also debatable and debated in China). 

If it is true that, in a time of heightened labor unrest, trade unions can 
play a crucial regulatory role, what does it take for them to play that role?  
Stated differently, what does it take to get workers, when they have gained 
the capacity to organize themselves and carry out disruptive strikes, to sub-
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mit to the regulatory control of unions?  First, the workers have to be able to 

secure gains by submitting to union regulation and the discipline of collective 
bargaining.  That is, unions have to have a fair opportunity to secure gains for 
workers by controlling and channeling workers’ collective power.  (Other-
wise the workers have nothing to gain from giving up the leverage they enjoy 
by virtue of their power to disrupt production.)  Second, workers have to 
trust the unions and regard them as their true representatives.  If unions are 
to be able not only to call a strike but to end a strike, the workers have to be-
lieve union leaders when they tell the workers, “This is the best deal we can 
get right now.”  Otherwise, why should the workers go back to work?   

In the U.S. in the 1930s, it was the first element that was missing, and 
that the NLRA sought to supply:  The law had to compel employers to recog-

nize unions and sit down at the bargaining table with them.  As for the se-
cond element, the accountability of the major U.S. unions to their worker 
constituents was not much in doubt in the 1930s.59  Whatever quibbles one 
might have about that in the U.S., it is immediately apparent that this is 
where China’s official unions fall short:  The workers simply have no reason 
to trust the union, and to return to work, if it cuts a deal and tells the workers 
it is the best deal possible.  They did not elect the ACFTU or its officers at any 
level, and the ACFTU’s long history of control by local CCP officials or manag-
ers inspires no loyalty, confidence, or trust on the part of workers.   

At least some of China’s leaders may recognize that, for the ACFTU to be 
an effective regulator of restive workers, it must be more representative of 

and responsive to those workers.  There are two obvious ways to pursue that 
end:  One is to give up the ACFTU’s monopoly on worker representation and 
allow workers to form their own independent unions; the other is to give up 
CCP control of the ACFTU and allow it to reconstitute itself as an independent 
trade union federation.  Neither of those possibilities is currently on the ta-
ble.  That is, there is no near-term prospect in China for genuinely independ-
ent union representation for workers. 

The union reform agenda instead consists of more modest reforms that 
would make the existing ACFTU more accountable to workers.60  Much of the 
focus has been on ways to combat management domination of grassroots 
chapters, leaving party domination of the rest of the ACFTU essentially un-

touched.  For example, various regulations and directives now bar top man-
agers and their relatives from serving as union chairs.  More ambitiously, re-
formers have sought to promote more democratic elections for “grassroots” 
(enterprise level) union officials.  There has been much talk, and some official 
edicts, calling for “direct elections” of grassroots union officials.  But direct 
elections come in many forms, more and less democratic, and more and less 
likely to promote unions’ accountability to rank-and-file workers who most 
need representation and who most threaten industrial and social peace.  



 17 

B. How Will Elections Work?  Existing Models for Grassroots Union 

Elections 

Generally, some constellation of management and union and party offi-
cials chooses the election method.  While there is law on the books at the na-
tional level calling for “direct elections,” Chinese labor law does not prescribe 
any particular procedures for the elections.  In particular, it does not pre-
scribe the nomination process.  At least until 2012, our sources reported that 
nearly all grassroots union elections began with nominations by manage-
ment, perhaps in consultation with the chair of the enterprise's CCP commit-
tee (usually a manager) and local ACFTU officials (let us call this "manage-
ment-plus").   Management-plus would nominate one or two more candi-
dates than positions available (e.g., nine candidates to fill seven or eight posi-

tions).  Then workers would vote, indirectly or directly, on these hand-picked 
nominees.  Elections thus served largely as a rubber stamp for the choices of 
managers (and CCP cadres with whom they overlap and enjoy close ties).   

In some "elections" most workers cast no vote at all.  For example, in one 
large U.S. multinational firm as of 2011, management chose both the nomi-
nees and the "electors.”  Managers would go to each working group or de-
partment and say, “We think workers X, Y, and Z would be good representa-
tives of this group; anyone who disagrees please raise your hand.”  No one 
disagreed.  The management-chosen electors would then vote on the man-
agement-nominated candidates, and would eliminate the one or two lowest 
vote getters.  Management then assigned union board positions to those who 

remained.61  This would appear to violate even the law's vague prescription 
of “direct elections.” 

But even “direct” elections typically left control of nominations in the 
hands of managers.  For example, in Zhejiang province in 2011, it was typical 
for management-plus to nominate candidates -- one or two more than posi-
tions available -- and for the workers to vote.  The lowest vote-getter lost, 
and management assigned officer positions, including the union chair, from 
among the "winners."  In a slightly more democratic variant of this model, 
union board positions were assigned on the basis of vote totals, with the 
highest vote-getter becoming union chairperson.   

There is a difference between these two "direct" but not quite democrat-

ic election methods:  In the second, the workers not only eliminate the least 
favored of management’s approved candidates; they determine which of 
those candidates will run the union chapter.  On a spectrum of “democratic-
ness,” the latter is closer to what we might call electoral democracy.  More-
over, both of these "direct" election procedures permit workers to eject an 
unpopular incumbent union chair.  And they do.  A 2008 posting on the 
ACFTU's official website promoting “direct elections” reported on the recent 
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experiment  in the Dalian Economic Development Zone:  "[S]ince direct elec-

tion was introduced in 2003, 13 trade union chairpersons have come up for 
re-election but not a single one of them got elected."62   

So even a little democracy can send a loud message to unresponsive in-
cumbents.  Still, none of the prevalent election procedures allows ordinary 
rank-and-file workers to choose their own leaders, or to elect a candidate 
that is not approved by management.   

C. The Rise of Open Haixuan Elections 

Our sources in Zhejiang identified a third type of election, the so-called 
haixuan or “sea-election,” in which the workers themselves choose the nomi-
nees, and can even nominate themselves.  Haixuan elections are familiar from 

their use (more than occasional, though not routine) in village committee 
elections since the 1980s. …  Haixuan elections – not merely “direct” but also 
open to workers’ own nominees – would seem to be just what is needed to 
make grassroots unions more accountable to the workers.  Yet haixuan elec-
tions for union officials have heretofore been exceedingly rare; in Zhejiang in 
May, 2011, just one or two teachers' unions were experimenting with 
haixuan elections.  Even in December 2011, with union reform on the front 
burner, we were told that no central government directives would be likely 
to require haixuan elections.   Why?  

For one thing, a nationwide mandate of haixuan elections would run 
against a strong historical pattern, even a norm, of vagueness from above and 

discretion below.  Dictates from Beijing – for example, “direct elections of en-
terprise union officials” – often leave wide room for local interpretation and 
discretion in implementation.  So in December 2011, we were told that any 
new central directive on union elections would surely not require local 
ACFTU or party officials (or managers) to use haixuan elections, but would 
allow them to do so.  We were also told that this would rarely happen. 

The reason given for both the lack of a mandate for haixuan elections, and 
for the likely rarity of their use, was simple:  Opening up elections to work-
ers’ own nominees would threaten the control by current powers-that-be – 
managers and union and party officials, both local and central – of the union 
apparatus.  As factory managers in Zhejiang explained to the union official 
with whom we spoke: “We’re most afraid that either we’re not going to like 

their guys, or that they’re not going to pick our guys.”  The “right guys” may 
be defined in part by their intelligence and appreciation of the realities of 
running a successful business (qualities that managers are likely to see in 
their peers).  But the “right guys” are surely also those who are not too ag-
gressive, strident, or unyielding in their demands.  Union and CCP officials 
may not know the individuals as management does, but they share the goal 
of avoiding confrontation, and are inclined to defer to managers' judgment 
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on who the "right guys" are.  Election procedures thus allow managers and 

officials to oversee the process to ensure that the “right guys” -- or at least 
not the "wrong guys" -- are selected.   

At the same time, events on the ground seem to be running ahead of the 
planned scope of reforms.  By May 2012, striking workers had begun to de-
mand, and authorities to allow, haixuan elections for enterprise union offices 
(especially in Guangdong).  There are scattered reports of workers simply 
conducting their own elections in the course of a strike, and of both man-
agement and party officials acceding to their choice of leadership given the 
fraught circumstances.63  But let us look briefly at what lies behind this ap-
parent trend. 

IV.  What is Electoral Democracy For?  Supply and Demand for Haixuan 

Elections [NB:  This section is the least developed.] 

Haixuan elections would seem to be just what is needed to promote 
greater union responsiveness at the grassroots level.  But even now it re-
mains unlikely that haixuan elections will become mandatory across the 
country.  Rather, haixuan elections are mostly being dealt out on an ad hoc 
basis, often as a concession in the midst of labor conflict.  Even in the village 
election context, with decades of law and policy favoring village self-
governance, villagers have often had to agitate in favor of this more demo-
cratic form of election, and higher level officials have had to decide to grant it, 
as occurred in Wukan recently.  Let us begin with the supply side.   

B. Official Willingness to Supply Haixuan Elections 

Why and when do local and national party-state officials and enterprise 
managers agree to haixuan elections?  This we probably know.  This democ-
ratizing reform is not being instituted for its intrinsic virtues, nor merely be-
cause workers want it, but because it sometimes looks like  the “lesser of two 
evils.”  Some savvy, mobilized workers have been able to make electoral de-
mocracy part of price of industrial peace.  Grassroots democratization then 
becomes a strategy for fostering stability in localized arenas that have 
threatened to become unmanageable.   That would strongly echo a pattern 
seen in the history of village elections…. 

Some government officials may see beyond the short-term goal of ending 

a disruptive strike.  They might recognize that democratically-elected union 
officials could help to reduce unrest and promote stability, and even to shore 
up political legitimacy.  Some managers, too, may take a longer view; they 
may hope that fairer institutional arrangements will lead to a more engaged, 
loyal, and productive workforce.  (A few employers, with encouragement 
from progressive local union officials, have begun to introduce haixuan elec-
tions before unrest breaks out, as a good industrial relations practice.64  To 
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the extent that open elections become paired with higher wages as the price 

of labor peace, and especially to the extent that employers and party-state 
officials begin to recognize the link between labor peace and democratic 
trade union elections, we may expect the trend to continue. 

The perceived price of greater democratization -- and the major hurdle to 
demands for haixuan elections now as before -- is of course a loss of control 
by the higher level officials and managers.  But the loss of control may be tol-
erable at lowest levels.  “Grassroots” union chapters, though part of ACFTU 
“transmission belt,” are peripheral to party-state governance structures.  It is 
essential to keep in mind that the trend toward more open and democratic 
union elections is strictly confined to the lowest level of the union hierarchy.   

Official receptivity to haixuan elections may also reflect the changing 

character of workers’ leaders – and of workers’ ideas about who they want to 
lead them.  According to Professor Shi Xiuyin of the Chinese Academy of So-
cial Sciences, workers are discovering that the firebrands who first led them 
onto the streets or into a sit-down strike are not necessarily the most effec-
tive in gaining concessions from management once bargaining occurs.  Once 
workers gain the right to elect their own leaders, they have sometimes 
passed over the strike leaders with more educated, skilled, and “responsible” 
leaders who seem better suited to dealing effectively with management.65  
Perhaps this pattern (hardly limited to China) reflects not workers’ genuine 
preferences but their “adaptive preferences” – adaptive, that is, to managers’ 
recalcitrance in dealing with more militant leaders.  One way or another, 

however, workers may be taking a more pragmatic -- some would say "ma-
ture" -- view of who is best suited to lead and most able to secure tangible 
gains for workers.  These recent changes in demands, tactics, and leadership 
choices have helped make haixuan elections both more tolerable and more 
necessary from the standpoint of social stability and productivity – that is, 
from the standpoint of union and party officials and enterprise managers.   

A. Bottom-up Demand for Haixuan Elections 

So officials have become more receptive to demands for haixuan elec-
tions.  But why and when do workers seek open haixuan elections?  That may 
seem obvious to Westerners schooled in the virtues of democratic self-
governance.  But it is worth asking when and why China's poor migrant 

workers began to demand not just wage increases but institutional reforms.  
Again, it may be useful to look to the history of village elections for some pos-
sible answers. 

Village residents initially regarded open haixuan elections instrumentally 
– as perhaps a useful tool in securing tangible improvements in their lives.  
Yet the experience of open and direct elections often led to a growing sense 
of entitlement to self-governance.  …  Over the years villagers began to feel 
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entitled to elections, to value them intrinsically, and to demand cleaner and 

more open election procedures.  They did not always succeed; incumbent 
manipulations of village elections, especially by discouraging or disqualifying 
disfavored candidates, are still common.66  (And one may anticipate the same 
problems in trade union elections.)  Opinions differ on the efficacy of village 
elections, but there have not been wholesale rollbacks of either the entitle-
ment to elections or formally democratizing reforms once won.   

The labor setting is arguably seeing an accelerated reprise of this pattern.  
Demand for haixuan elections is hardly universal among strikers, but it has 
been growing among workers with experience in self-organization and col-
lective action -- that is, in the coastal south where the strike wave is concen-
trated.  Workers initially see instrumental value in democracy, hoping that 

more responsive unions will help to secure and sustain economic gains 
through collective bargaining.  But they, like the village residents described 
above, are also beginning to see democracy as intrinsically valuable, and even 
as a civic entitlement.  Moreover, the experience of village elections in China 
suggests that these democratic reforms will difficult for the government to 
take back once granted, even once tensions abate.  The wider experience of 
democratic elections, actual and vicarious, may spur more demands for de-
mocracy -- at least "horizontally" to more enterprises, if not "vertically" to 
higher levels of the union.     

So in spite of ambivalence at all levels of the party-state, and in spite of 
calculated vagueness in the terms of all relevant legal directives, the current 

policy push for "democratic elections" is easing the way for spontaneous 
grassroots demands for democracy to succeed, at least at the grassroots.   

V. Conclusion:  The Future of Haixuan Elections and Democracy in Un-
ion Elections (and Beyond) [very preliminary] 

Many questions remain about the viability and spread of haixuan elec-
tions in trade unions and the consequences for China's future, both in labor 
relations and beyond.  Will genuine collective bargaining through democrati-
cally accountable union officials continue to serve as a limited tactic for re-
storing social stability in the face of occasional popular outbursts?  Or will it 
become institutionalized?   Will limited introduction of electoral democracy 
at the grassroots satisfy popular demands for political voice and self-

governance, or will it stoke those demands?  Will elected grassroots union 
officials and their worker-constituents create pressure for democratic ac-
countability at higher levels of ACFTU and CCP?  Or will officials’ fear of that 
very result strengthen official resistance to democratic reforms?  Or will the 
growing experience of voting and self-governance at the grassroots (in vil-
lages as well as unions) encourage those within the regime who favor wider 
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political reforms, and reassure those who doubt that China's citizens are 

"ready" for democracy? 

For now, the ACFTU, managers, and party officials are trying to create in-
stitutions that are just democratic enough that workers will accept their 
leadership within the factory and stay off the streets.  Still, what is “demo-
cratic enough” for workers appears to have shifted in a democratic direction 
just in the last year.  Many of China’s leaders fear precisely what many West-
ern observers hope – that real elections for grassroots union leaders will lay 
the foundation and increase the pressure for further democratization both at 
higher levels of the ACFTU and in other spheres of society.   

Democratization at the lowest levels of society may have ripple effects on 
the citizens’ attitudes and capacities with regard to democratization at higher 

levels of the polity.  Democratic processes foster “civic skills” and, in a society 
with relatively few participatory opportunities, perhaps civic demands for 
greater voice.  On the one hand, several decades of experience with village 
elections has produced neither strong vocal demands for nor official recep-
tivity to open, democratic elections at higher levels of the polity, at which 
party control remains (for now) unquestionable.  But direct open haixuan 
elections in the trade unions would introduce the experience of democracy 
into urban areas for the first time.   Such an experience may have political re-
percussions beyond what village elections have had in the rural areas.   

If workers do continue to push for a genuine voice in their working lives, 
and gain a sense of entitlement to democratic mechanisms of voice, then the 

current round of reforms may indeed push popular demands for democrati-
zation up one level, and into the political system.  Moreover, if elections pro-
duce grassroots union leaders who are responsive to workers’ demands, 
such leaders themselves might put added pressure on the unelected local un-
ion officials and party-state officials that sit above them on the “transmission 
belt.”  With those prospects in mind, both powerful local union and govern-
ment officials and employers can be expected to continue to use what levers 
they have to bring about the “election” of friendly or moderate worker repre-
sentatives.   Again, it is not yet possible to predict whether the end result will 
be the frustration of democratic reforms (perhaps accompanied by mollifying 
economic concessions) or their extension to higher levels of governance.   

Proponents of both can be found within the governing elite.  

The labor arena may be serving as a gigantic laboratory in which to test 
competing views within China's leadership over the best strategy for main-
taining political stability, and over the right mix of control and flexibility, re-
pression and responsiveness, cooptation and democratization.  Behind these 
competing views lie different theories about what Chinese workers, and in-
deed Chinese citizens, want.  Will workers be content with material im-
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provements -- better pay and conditions – or will they hold out for a mean-

ingful voice in their working lives?  The former might be achievable through 
top-down governance structures.  The latter will require real change in those 
structures. 
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