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Honorable Mention – American

The Plight of China's Migrant Workers
By Benjamin Hopkins

To advocate the strengthening of labor rights for China’s migrant workers is to risk, on the one hand, accusations of imperialistic thinking, and on the other, accusations of utopian fantasy. To answer those who would claim a strengthening of labor rights to be imperialistic, this essay argues that the United States government benefits every bit as much as the Chinese government does from the exploitation of these workers. Thus, both governments are equally culpable for their plight. To those, on the other hand, who consider a call for labor rights utopian, this essay argues that, on the contrary, such rights are a basic necessity for human life and healthy political culture in modern societies. Ironically, those countries lacking a labor rights system are the same countries expending massive energy in fighting the consequences of its absence:  insurgencies, poverty, religious radicalism, and social unrest.   


The United States, for several decades, has followed the dictates of a free market logic, which favors the corporate managerial class, and trading high quality working class jobs for low-cost consumption. This trend has generally held true, as NAFTA and other agreements “denationalize” American corporations to the point that they may consider their own interests in absolute freedom, even taking actions injurious to American society. In general, however, the trend exemplified in Sam Walton’s success with Wal-Mart typifies the modern United States: faced with declining income security for the middle and lower classes, the government is able to partially diffuse rising class resentments with the promise that a Christmas tree, made in China, may be purchased for next to nothing at Wal-Mart. 


Though Sam Walton is often credited for the genius of his supply and pricing systems, such “genius” is merely a leaf carried along on a deep current of human exploitation. Walton’s sophisticated tracking systems and buying techniques, in other words, could only be built atop the backs of people whose lives, labor, and rights are held very cheaply by those managing them. The real genius of this essentially bi-national system comes with a significant moral trade-off:  American consumers buy cheap goods made under conditions no American law, or American conscience, would ever willingly allow within American borders. But morality tends not to cross national borders very well. Because the manufacture of the Christmas tree takes place in Guangdong rather than in Ohio, the American consumer can more easily pretend moral ignorance. Wal-Mart’s greatest service to consumers is not low prices but the moral convenience of buying tainted goods in a store proclaiming its own essential American decency.


Within the larger picture of global economic restructuring, the United States government clearly requires cheap consumption if the working and middle classes are to be kept politically quiescent.  In addition, the current United States regime’s continued electoral success rests in large part upon monopolizing the corporate money of people such as Mr. Walton, who are paying for the right to play ball where and how they please, regardless of niggling details like labor rights.

Neither can it be plausibly denied that the Chinese government relies politically on the Wal-Mart system for its survival, as well. For the Chinese government, however, the benefit accrues not so much from cheap consumption, but rather from the direct infusion of money collected from manufacturers (both foreign and domestic) into state coffers. This infusion of cash allows a monopolistic regime to extend its life and purchase new legitimacy by building massive roads and buildings. Much of this public spending ends up in the hands of well-connected regional and national elites whose companies do the building. These architectural and engineering monuments to state power festoon every major Chinese city and extend the regime’s lease on life. The Chinese government, just like the American one, owes its continued existence to the blood and sweat of tens of millions of never-named mingong.  

The Chinese press has of late discussed a so-called “mingong huang,” or “migrant worker scare.” This “scare,” of course, does not refer to the anxiety of such workers over their rampant exploitation, injury, and death. For them, these things are the way of a world not meant for them. Rather, this scare refers to the worry of manufacturers and developers over a shortage of cheap labor. Despite the crush of workers on the roads and rail system over the New Year, apparently many industries are facing shortages of labor and being forced to scale back production (March 4, Wenzhai Zhoubao, reprint of Fenghuang Zhoukan; writer, Cheng Gangdeng). Mr. Cheng suggests that the inhumane working conditions – he cites a surgeon in Guangdong province, who has performed 4,000 finger reattachment operations over ten years – are to blame for the constriction in the labor pool. The number of strikes has also increased sharply over the past few years. 



Yet it is precisely such levels of exploitation and violation of human dignity that have softened Mr. Bush’s statements in defense of the Taiwanese government, or in critique of the Chinese government. As the Global Times’ February 4th headline proclaimed after Mr. Bush’s latest State of the Union speech, “Bush’s Address Does Not Mention China.” His abstract calls for “freedom” offend his allies in Beijing far less than specific demands regarding rights. Furthermore, when the interests of the two countries coincide to exploit workers, it is at such times that demands for basic worker’s rights can only be deemed utopian. For it is at such times that one can no longer rely on members of either government to be a motivating force for enforcing these rights. One need only contrast the zeal with which the United States government pursues the issue of piracy, or theft of “intellectual property,” with their lack of interest in labor rights and working conditions. Pirating, of course, hits the American government and its elite backers right in the wallet. An improvement in subhuman labor conditions would cut into their revenues even more than piracy. Why advocate labor rights, then, when upholding human dignity would hurt one’s profits?


A new internationalism is in order.

 
In recent years, non-governmental organizations throughout the developed world have made efforts to influence consumer consciousness by creating systems of certification. Such certifications state that a given product, such as coffee, was produced under certain “fair conditions,” such as the producer receiving a minimum percentage of the final sale price. In addition, labor unions in developed countries have continuously called for greater attention to labor standards in countries considered to be “taking” jobs. These efforts, too, have made inroads within the American garment industry, by resulting in certification that guarantees a certain article of clothing was not produced under “sweat shop” conditions. In such initiatives, bodies within the producer and consumer nation work in concert. I propose that the United Nations take the idea of “fair production” or “fair trade” as pioneered by NGOs and labor unions, and enlist governments of both consumer and producer nations in promoting its more extensive use. In the United States, a coalition of interested parties – including consumers with the means to purchase more expensive, certified products -- can rise to help promote the creation of such a system. An international system of certification would change national borders from walls of moral silence, behind which corporate giants strike deals with governments, to points of contact between peoples in a broader struggle for justice.  


A new internationalism is in order: a globalization of conscience.  

PAGE  
1

