
 

 

 
An Institutional Study of Chinese Industrial Relations 

Descriptions and Analyses Using a Six-party Taxonomy 

 

 

 

Zhining Ma 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

National Institute of Labour Studies,  

Faculty of Social Science, Flinders University 

Adelaide, Australia 

 

September, 2009 



 1 

Table of Contents 

Table of Contents …………………………………….…………………………….………………. 1 

List of Figures and Tables ………………………………………………………………….……… 4 

Declaration ……………….………………………………………………….…………………..…. 5 

Summary ………………………………………………………………….…………………..……. 6 

Acknowledgements …………………………………………………………………….….…..……8 

 

Introduction …………………………………………………………………………..……………. 9 

Chapter One   A New Taxonomic Approach for Analysing Chinese Industrial Relations ….. 10 

Introduction ……………………………………………………………………………….. 10 

1.1 Research Background ……………………………………………….……………. 11 

1.2 The Applicability of Existing Industrial Relations Theories to China ……...……. 24 

1.3   The Research Questions and a New Taxonomic Approach………...……………… 27 

1.4   Thesis Methodology and Research Structure …………………...………………… 32 

1.5   China’s Labour market and the Significance of this Research ……….…….………41 

Conclusion …………………………………………………….…….……………………. 54 

Part One   Industrial Relations Actors in China ………………………………….……………55 

Chapter Two Industrial Relations Actors above the Workplace Level ………….…………. 56 

Introduction ……………………………………………………………………………….. 56 

2.1   Party-state ……………………………………………………………...………….. 56 

2.2   ACFTU …………………………………………….………………………..…….. 80 

2.3   Employers’ Associations ……………………….………………………………….. 94 

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………. 106 



 2 

Chapter Three Institutional Industrial Relations Actors at the Workplace Level …………... 107 

Introduction ……………………………………………………………………..……….. 107 

3.1   Grass Roots Unions ………………………………………………………...……. 107 

3.2   Employers ………………………………………………….………..…………… 125 

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………. 137 

Chapter Four Individual Industrial Relations Actors at the Workplace Level ……………. 139 

Introduction ……………………………………………………………………….…….. 139 

4.1   The Concept of the Employee and Stratification of the Employee Class …….…. 140 

4.2   Rural Migrant Employees vs. Urban Employees ……………..……..…….…….. 144 

4.3 SOE Employees vs. non-SOE Employees …………...…………………….……….. 148 

4.4 White-collar Employees vs. Blue-collar Employees ………………………….……. 158 

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………. 164 

Part Two   Interactions among Industrial Relations Actors in China …………………..….. 166 

Chapter Five   Interactions among Industrial Relations Actors above the Workplace Level..167 

Introduction ………………………………………………………………….………….. 167 

5.1   Party-state and ACFTU ………………………………………………………….. 168 

5.2   Party-state and Employers’ Associations ……………………………………..…. 184 

5.3 The National Tripartite Conference on Labour Relations Coordination ….…….….. 198 

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………. 206 

Chapter Six Interactions among Industrial Relations Actors at the Workplace Level …... 207 

Introduction ………………………………………………………………………….….. 207 

6.1   Grass Roots Unions and Employees ……………………….……………………. 208 

6.2   Grass Roots Unions and Employers …………………………………………….. 231 



 3 

6.3 Employers and Employees ………………………………….…………..………….. 239 

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………. 245 

Conclusions ……………………………………………………………...……………………….. 247 

Chapter Seven Conclusions and Future Studies ……………………………………………. 248 

7.1   Conclusions ………………………………………………………….….……….. 248 

7.2   Future Studies ……………………………………………………………………. 257 

 

Appendix I    A Chronology of Chinese Industrial Relations ……………….……………… 262 

Appendix II   Glossary …………………………………………………………..……………. 264 

Appendix III   Bibliography ……………………………………………………..……………. 268 



 4 

List of Figures and Tables 

 

Figures 

Figure 1.1   Theoretical Structure of a Macro System of Industrial Relations ……………..……. 18 

Figure 1.2   A Macro System of Industrial Relations ………………………………….………… 26 

Figure 1.3   An Analytical Taxonomy for Contemporary Chinese Industrial Relations System .... 28 

Figure 2.1   Party-state Structure in China’s Industrial Relations ………………………….…….. 60 

Figure 2.2   Party-state Structure in China’s Industrial Relations (national level) ………………. 63 

Figure 2.3   ACFTU Organization Chart ………………………………………………………… 87 

Figure 3.1   Segmentation of Chinese Employers ……………………………………….……… 127 

Figure 4.1   Segmentation of the Chinese Employees ………………………………………….. 143 

 

Tables 

Table 1.1   Comparisons of the Key Approaches to the Study of Industrial Relations ………..…. 16 

Table 1.2   Major Studies of Chinese Industrial Relations ……………………………………….. 23 

Table 1.3   Main Indicators of Chinese Labour Statistics …………………………………..……. 42 

Table 2.1   Functions of the state ………………………………………………………...………. 65 

Table 2.2   Labour Disputes (1996-2006) ……………………………………...………………… 73 

Table 2.3   Forms of Employee Representation ……………………………………….…………. 80 

Table 5.1   ACFTU Leaders’ Positions in the CCP (1921-1949) ……………………….……… 172 

Table 6.1   Possible Relationship Types between Employers and Employees …………….…… 241 

Table 6.2   Brief Summary of Industrial Relations in Different Enterprises …………………… 243 



 5 

Declaration 

 

I certify that this thesis does not incorporate without acknowledgment any material 

previously submitted for a degree or diploma in any university; and that to the best 

of my knowledge and belief it does not contain any material previously published or 

written by another person except where due reference is made in the text. 

 

Zhining Ma 

September, 2009 



 6 

Summary 

 

In the context of China’s growing influence over the global economy, its newly 

developed labour market and the subsequent series of industrial relations issues 

have captured much attention. However, research on industrial relations and labour 

problems in China is relatively underdeveloped. The classic three-party industrial 

relations model, which was developed for western economies, has often been 

difficult to apply to China’s circumstances. The biggest difference between China 

and western countries in the matter of labour issues lies in the different institutional 

settings of the industrial relations systems. As a sub-system of the broader social 

system, the industrial relations system of a country is significantly affected by the 

fundamental socio-political system in that particular country. 

In view of this, Chapter One of this thesis will first review the relevant 

existing industrial relations theories and explore their applicability to China. The 

thesis then continues with the proposal of a new six-party taxonomy for the analysis 

of Chinese industrial relations. The new taxonomy takes into account distinctive 

industrial relations actors with “Chinese characteristics” as well as their 

inter-relationships which form at different social levels. This taxonomy provides a 

useful tool for drawing a broad picture of the evolving industrial relations in China, 

which constitute the main content of the later parts of this thesis: in Part One 

(Chapters Two to Four), we analyse the historical and current situation of the six 

Chinese industrial relations actors, namely the party-state, employers’ associations, 

the All China Federation of Trade Unions, grass roots unions, employers and 
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employees; while in Part Two (Chapter Five and Six), we describe the interactions 

between each of these actors from a historical perspective.  

With the new taxonomy and the analyses that follow, this thesis aims to 

provide a new insight into Chinese industrial relations and labour studies. It 

attempts to present to the readers a broad picture of the Chinese industrial relations 

system. We believe that the discussion will be valuable for those interested in 

China’s social development (in particular, the development of modern industrial 

relations in the context of the Chinese political economy).  

Limitations of length, however, preclude the detailed discussion in this thesis 

of all Chinese industrial relations issues. Various future research topics have been 

identified in the concluding chapter, and we recognize that they are undoubtedly 

important questions in need of enormous research efforts. Therefore, we see this 

thesis as the beginning of a series of related works, which aim to contribute to a 

better understanding of industrial relations in the context of Chinese political 

economy. 

 

Key Words:   China, Industrial Relations, Labour, Union, Association 
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