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Theoretical Premises
Political Marxism:
“The productive base itself exists in the shape of social, juridical and 
political forms – in particular forms of property and domination.” (Ellen 
Wood)

Robert Brenner: 1. social property relations → 2. strategies for 
(social/material) reproduction → 3. developmental patterns

Critical moment of turn towards capitalist socio-economic dynamics: 
reproduction of direct producers taking place fully in the market

Autonomist Marxism:
“Class composition” – 1. technical: the organisation of work in the 
production process; 2. political: the experiences and agency of the working 
class. 

Capitalist development linked to a constant de- and re-composition of 
working class



  

Argument and structure...

1. 1978-1992 – 
„Experimentalism“

2. 1992-2002 – „Market 
liberalisation“

3. 2002-present – 
„Socialdemocratic 
consolidation/Crisis“

The recomposition of China's urban and rural working classes 
constitutes the social foundation of 1. a change in economic 
rationality and 2. China's specific form of export-led development.

Three periods can be identified, marked not only by changes in 
government leadership but by major changes in working class-
composition at their beginning, and intensified labour unrest towards 
their end.
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Official data on labour struggles
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main subject: urban working class
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  → Tiananmen 1989; main subject: 
intellectuals/petty bourgeoisie, urban working 
class

  → defensive, anti-commodification protests; 
main subject: urban working class
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  → Tiananmen 1989; main subject: 
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  → defensive, anti-commodification protests; 
main subject: urban working class

 → pro-active anti-exploitation struggles; 
main subject: second generation of migrant 
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Interim conclusion

Class struggle „from above“ and „from below“  → changing 
conditions for material reproduction and composition of 
the working class  new economic rationality/imperatives→

„From above“: Dismantling of non-marketised 
production and redistribution → commodification of urban 
labour – semi-proletarianisation of peasantry 

„From below“: 
Workers' agency 1: labour migration – subjectively driven 
supply of labour power (not response to material necessity)

Workers' agency 2: resistance to exploitation – concessions 
by capital/government as reaction to social destabilisation

 → condition of and limit to capitalist development
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