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Abstract

In an investigation of the development of elected workplace trade 
unions in the Guangzhou auto parts industry from 2011 to 2015, this 
article explores autoworkers’ capacity to build associational power in 
authoritarian China. It �nds that an unprecedented wave of strikes in 
2010 pushed the regional trade union in Guangzhou into promoting 
workplace trade union reform, which opened a limited but important 
opportunity for autoworkers to participate in trade union a�airs. Since 
then, autoworkers have learned to utilize the elected workplace trade 
unions’ resources to forge collective demands and actions. �e author 
argues that autoworkers in Guangzhou are building their associational 
power by penetrating and exercising partial control over the state-run 
trade union at the grassroots level. Compared to independent trade 
unionism in other newly industrialized countries, these autoworkers’ 
unionization e�orts are small scale, are less militant, and can be easily 
suppressed by a powerful local state and global capital. Despite this, 
they demonstrate the growing trade union consciousness and unioniza-
tion e�orts among autoworkers in South China. 
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