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Introduction 

During the first two weeks of June 1986 , an unprecedented strike and sit-in 
broke ou t a t th e Japa n Watc h Multinationa l (JWM ) i n Hon g Kong . I t 
erupted spontaneousl y afte r thirty-si x workers were fired o n 31 May. 

Or was it nineteen ? 
In the papers of 1 June, about two-thirds of the reports stated that thirty-

six had been fired; the other third reported nineteen. By 4 June, some papers 
reported tha t seventee n mor e had bee n fired , bringin g the tota l t o thirty -
six, but tha t onl y raised another question : Had they been fired on 31 May 
or later? And where did these conflicting reports come from anyway? Though 
I had been involved i n the strike from th e beginning, as a volunteer at th e 
Tsuen Wa n Labou r Servic e Centr e (hereafter , th e Centre ) an d wa s a n 
anthropology graduate student conducting research on factory work in Hong 
Kong, it was not until a series of interviews conducted lon g after th e strike 
that I  was able to solve the puzzle of the numbers . 

By interviewing the journalists involved, I learned that those who had 
reported ninetee n go t thei r informatio n fro m JW M management , whil e 
those who reported thirty-si x got their number from the workers. Why th e 
discrepancy? Some of the workers gave the following explanation . 
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Management ha d meticulousl y planned thi s 'wholesale slaughter ' A t 
a carefully selected moment, with videotaping teams in tow, a tactical firing 
team bega n handin g ou t dismissa l envelope s o n th e sevent h floor , wher e 
the workers were least organized The y planned o n firing selecte d worker s 
on the first, third, and sixth floors m sequence, finally ending on the second 
floor wher e the worker s were best organized T o prevent th e workers fro m 
reacting, th e firin g tea m attempte d t o expe l th e worker s from eac h floo r 
before proceedin g t o th e nex t However , on e o f th e fire d seventh-floo r 
workers managed to wave her dismissal envelope in front of the momentarily 
open doors of the second floor Thi s action alerted the second-floor workers , 
who stood up , looked a t each other , rushed u p the staircase , occupied th e 
'office', an d began their sit-in and strike 

Thus, the strike began before anyon e on the second floor had actuall y 
been fired S o how did the workers determine how many were being fired 7 

It turn s ou t tha t on e o f them ha d foun d dismissa l envelopes addresse d t o 
seventeen second-floor workers hidden in a usually locked conference room 
Together with the nineteen already fired, tha t made thirty-six Despit e th e 
fact that they had never formally been fired, some of these seventeen workers 
decided to leak the number 'thirty-six' to the press in order to demonstrate 
the full exten t of the management's actions and thereby increase the sense 
of outrage and solidarity among the striking workers Managemen t first tried 
to cover up their actions by only admitting to firing nineteen, but eventually 
decided to admit to the total of thirty-six 

Much remain s t o be tol d abou t thi s inciden t —  i n which mor e tha n 
300 femal e worker s an d thei r families , fro m th e rura l are a of Pa t Heung , 
were involved, and which accounted for more than 50 percent of the tota l 
annual working days lost to strikes in the enclave, according to the officia l 
record —  bu t a t th e ver y leas t th e journalisti c versio n o f i t demonstrate s 
that the 'basic facts' of the strike, as reported in the press, are anything bu t 
transparent Th e 'fact ' o f the number of workers fired was the result of the 
interplay betwee n strategi c construction s o f realit y o n th e par t o f som e 
workers and certain factions withi n the management A s an opening, thi s 
incident introduces both the central event which this book analyses — th e 
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JWM strike — and , more importantly , my theoretical understanding tha t 
social 'reality ' i s continually constructe d an d reconstructe d fro m multipl e 
perspectives in a strategic, interactive, discursive process. This understanding 
is reflected i n both the form and content of this book . 

I present three genres of narrative about the strike: selective summaries 
of pres s reports , m y ethnographi c description , an d th e workers ' (an d m y 
own) reflexive consciousness as developed from later interviews. These three 
types of narrative ar e not thre e 'reflections ' o f a single 'reality' , but are th e 
very substance of that multiple and contradictory reality. The juxtaposition 
of these account s i s meant bot h t o move th e reade r awa y from simplisti c 
notions of linear history and to illustrate the importance of different form s 
of narrativ e i n th e proces s o f socia l life . Thes e thre e genre s o f narrativ e 
differ i n both the positions from which they are constructed and the 'event ' 
that they construct. A fuller explication of each, illuminating the theoretical 
issues involved , wil l follow. Bu t le t m e begin wit h a n introductio n t o m y 
fieldwork itself . 

Fieldwork as Personal Intellectual Histor y 

My research covered two time periods, September 198 5 to June 198 6 an d 
September 198 6 to May 1987 Eac h period involved two separate phases of 
inquiry 

The first  phase 

In th e thre e month s afte r m y arriva l i n Hon g Kon g an d befor e I  had a 
chance to acquaint myself with the social context of work and employment , 
I carried out a series of sociological surveys. There were five major industria l 
districts — two on Hong Kong Island and three in Kowloon — and I initiated 
a first round of investigation in all five districts. With the surveys, abundant 
'data' wa s collected , includin g dat a o n socia l networks , wag e histories , 
household budge t account s an d famil y employmen t records . I  was to us e 
this extensive preliminary overview to locate and evaluate sites in which to 
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carry ou t furthe r intensiv e fieldwork . Ye t thes e sociometric/human -
geographic findings turne d ou t no t t o be helpful fo r m e t o secure a  social 
context fo r engaging the field . I t was only in Kwai Tsing, Kowloon, tha t I 
managed to build up a relationship with the local labour service groups tha t 
was sound enough for an ongoing interaction. Hence, the information fro m 
these survey s can bes t be considered a s sociologically-tailored 'data ' — o f 
the nature of a pilot study — with only minimal utility for my anthropological 
project. 

The second  phase 

Beginning i n th e firs t wee k o f December 1985 , a major industria l disput e 
broke out i n a  famous multinationa l corporation' s offshor e manufacturin g 
unit m Kwai Tsing. This dispute, between the management and 300 female 
operators, stretched over a period of three months and involved a settlement 
amounting t o HK$ 5 million . Becaus e o f clos e contact s establishe d wit h 
various loca l communit y an d labou r servic e organizations , I  had' the rar e 
opportunity to carry out intensive participant observation among the workers 
during an d afte r thei r variou s industria l actions . This experienc e readie d 
me for a  similar bu t more in-depth involvemen t wit h th e JWM industria l 
dispute, mentioned above , that occurred sixteen weeks later. 

In lat e April 1986, 1 was performing m y usual duties as a volunteer a t 
the join t offic e o f Centra l Kwa i Chun g Labou r an d Resident s Service s 
(CKLRS) and the Tsuen Wan Labour Service Centre (TWLSC, the Centre) 
when call s came i n from operative s working a t JWM. These call s marke d 
the beginning of a landmark conflic t betwee n JWM and the workers. This 
conflict, unprecedented in recent Hong Kong history, culminated in a record 
thirteen-day strike and sit-in at the factory. As a volunteer at the Centre, I 
observed th e two-wee k sit-i n an d participate d i n almos t al l activitie s 
organized b y th e strugglin g workers . Workin g a s a  record-keepe r fo r th e 
Centre an d workers , I  obtaine d multipl e set s o f note s take n b y variou s 
participants, i n additio n t o m y ow n persona l ethnographi c records . Th e 
strike ended on 1 3 June 1986 , and I  left Hong Kong at the end of the same 
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month fo r m y first repor t t o my academic committee a t the Universit y o f 
Chicago. 

The third  phase 

In September 1986, 1 went back to Hong Kong with the ide a of using th e 
JWM strik e a s the majo r empirica l focus o f my fieldwork. I  had originall y 
planned t o stud y th e politica l cultur e o f manufacturin g productio n an d 
reproduction in Hong Kong, with special emphasis on vertical and horizontal 
integration of the workforce. However, the situation on the ground dictated 
an alternativ e strategy . Th e multilayere d crisi s o f a n industria l disput e 
heightened th e contradiction s withi n variou s site s an d presente d 
unanticipated theoretico-ethnographi c an d politico-discursive challenges . 

During my previous stay in Hong Kong I had lived through the crisis as 
an ethnographe r an d a  somewhat 'gung-ho ' unionist; but now I  set out t o 
perform a scholar's task. I began to collect every piece of published literature 
relating t o th e JW M cas e fro m ninetee n newspapers , twelv e periodicals , 
and five non-serial publications, as well as numerous internal communiques. 
In three months I managed to locate more than 300 separate pieces of printed 
material, from a diverse array of sources and political positions. What stunned 
me, a s I gathered thes e accounts , was the degre e t o which th e 'facts ' no t 
only contradicted each other in different written versions, but actually caused 
me t o doubt whethe r the y referre d t o the sam e 'event ' I  had experience d 
first-hand les s than six months before! In the majority of cases, the materials 
simply denie d th e validit y o f m y first-hand observation s I t wa s virtuall y 
impossible to find a way to reconcile my personal records and memory with 
the published accounts at this 'factual ' level . 

The fourth phas e 

Faced wit h th e abov e dilemma , I  had t o decid e whethe r t o giv e u p th e 
whole projec t o r to dig further. I  chose the latte r and worked for six more 
months, carrying out intensive interviews with all the major actors involved 
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in the 'making' of this particular 'history': militant unionists, strike leaders, 
participating workers, Labour Bureau officers, news reporters, union leaders 
from th e region , publi c relation s executive s o f famou s multinationa l 
corporations, and business attaches of foreign countries. I did not intervie w 
JWM managemen t o r thei r lega l advisers , partl y owin g t o difficultie s i n 
reaching them and partly by choice. 

The majority of interviewees gave me more than one interview, allowing 
me to clarify statement s and make sense of what individual s understood t o 
have happened. Secon d an d subsequent interview s usually proceeded i n a 
more involved, reflexive, conscious and intimate fashion than the first, as I 
engaged the actors in a process of recreating the 'event' and making history 
from their respective stances, at the same time enabling the interviewees to 
reflect upo n an y discrepancie s tha t ha d surface d an d o n contradiction s 
emerging from th e narratives of others. Interviewees were also encouraged 
to justify o r criticize themselves or anyone else, if they so desired. 

As interview records accumulated, a  more panoramic view than I  had 
previously imagine d bega n t o com e int o focus , expandin g th e geographi c 
area, numbers of people, and time-span under consideration. Newly emerging 
constructions o f the 'event ' rendere d i t an increasingl y multi-dimensiona l 
'panorama'. 

The above chronology of my fieldwork, albei t a simplified one, indicates 
that during different phases I pursued different kinds of activity and obtained 
different kind s of information; accordingly , the accounts generated are of a 
diverse nature . These account s force d m e t o initiat e alternativ e reading s 
and to engage in differentiated discourses , seeking various definite 'answers ' 
by asking concrete questions arising from features of the accounts themselves. 
The questions asked i n different phase s were dictated by : 
1. Th e role s I was playing, then and now; 
2. Th e presumption s an d assumption s embedde d i n th e investigativ e 

strategies I  employed; an d 
3. Th e methodologica l bia s inheren t i n an y defined se t o f investigativ e 

procedures and the extent to which it was recognized and problematized. 
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In other words, how one positions oneself preconditions the question s 
one can ask and the questions one asks preconditions the answers given. To 
transcend thi s limitatio n on e mus t cultivat e one' s reflexivity , i n term s o f 
the nature of one's gaze and the positioning of one's perspective. The multi-
genre narrative strategy I  propose is important, for i t can make transparen t 
the hidden, and sensitize and problematize issues of gazes, perspectives and 
horizons. 

However, thes e methodological truism s were by no means clear to me 
while I was wrapped up in the investigation of the one 'thing' — a strike — 
on which people merely had differen t perspectives . In other words , i t was 
not until I gave up the effort o f maintaining the fiction tha t 'it's all just one 
world out there and culture is about interpreting it differently' tha t I became 
aware of what I  had been doing all along. 

The trajectory o f my own personal intellectual history has been a series 
of detour s —  a  continua l distancin g o f mysel f fro m socio-topographica l 
feature-sorting, fro m historica l developmenta l model-fittin g an d fro m 
economic-nomothetical law-finding , al l of which lead to a dead end. What 
rescued me from this dead end were the resistances and counter-resistance s 
that 1 began to glimpse in the fourth-phase interviews . This dialectic journey 
of knowing , bump y a s i t was , eventuall y gav e m e a  totall y ne w sens e o f 
direction, revealing a fluctuating, uniqu e scenario. 

I came t o se e that, i n th e firs t phas e o f my project, I  had bee n lik e a 
prospector carefully saving whatever his panning turned up, hoping it would 
all turn out to be gold. However, I  was far from satisfied with merely siftin g 
through 'useful data' in search of socially significant features, as this strategy 
would not serve my purpose, which was to enter the lifewotld of the people 
in the field situation . 

I understood tha t the rich documentation I  had collected on the JWM 
case during the third phase might be envied by many historians. To them, 
discrepancies are inevitable and can always be explained away ; stories can 
always be constructed to neatly fulfil th e requirements of model-fitting an d 
law-finding. Th e predicamen t fo r a n anthropologist , however , i s that th e 
discrepancies within wha t he has himself observed are no longer of , o r in , 
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the 'materials' , bu t ar e discrepancies i n hi s very being . In effect , workin g 
against thi s predicamen t brough t hom e t o m e th e word s an d scholarl y 
practice o f Bernar d Coh n an d Gre g Denin g a t a  very basi c an d persona l 
level (Cohn 1987 ; and Denin g 1996) . 

The fiel d i n whic h I  was workin g i s a  highl y literat e one . Writte n 
accounts o f socia l proces s ar e constantl y bein g constructe d an d 
reconstructed. Analytically , th e account s o f the present investigatio n ca n 
be qualitatively differentiated accordin g to: 
1. Th e differen t socia l contexts to which they owe their existence ; 
2. Th e differen t form s they take as vehicles for information ; 
3. Th e differen t mediator s throug h who m particula r account-creatin g 

activities hav e bee n executed , includin g new s reporter s wh o showe d 
up only once, and one who used her status as a unionist to infiltrate th e 
strike line and monitor the workers for months for her boss, the chairman 
of the News Reporters' Association; an d 

4. Th e differen t way s an d setting s i n whic h the y hav e bee n generated , 
and the specific purpose or immediate political effect the y are made to 
have. 

Normally a  certain amoun t of analytical deconstruction i s required t o 
make these determining features explicit . Only with such analysis can th e 
role of differentially-positioned actor s and their different assumptions, habits, 
and agendas be made clear. Despite the richness of the documentary recor d 
I collected in the first three phases of my project I  could not see beyond th e 
explicit content o f records to the social processes by which the y had bee n 
constructed. Hence my sense of contradiction . 

Thus, during the last six months of my fieldwork, I  spent hours talking, 
reviewing, discussin g an d reflectin g wit h al l th e peopl e involve d i n th e 
making of a history which was only six months old, accumulating 200-plu s 
hours o f intensive , tape-recorde d discours e an d listenin g to , transcribing , 
comparing, double-checking an d cross-checking the tapes. As this process 
progressed, new dimensions of the strike opened up . 
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In th e proces s o f retrospectively constructin g a  theorized history , m y 
interviewees and I relived our lives as historical agents in an intense way. In 
doing so , w e wer e abl e onc e agai n t o transfor m th e condition s o f ou r 
existence, maste r them , an d b e transforme d i n relatio n t o them . Pas t 
happenings wer e not onl y appropriate d bu t interrogated . I n addition , ou r 
presence i n the intertextualit y o f 'now' and 'then ' wa s closely scrutinized . 
Riding th e vehicl e o f discourse , w e shuttle d onc e agai n throug h a  tim e 
tunnel. A s w e progressed , w e —  mer e nobodie s t o begi n wit h —  wer e 
mediated an d transforme d int o significan t historica l actors , becomin g 
conscious not only of how history had acted upon us, but also how we acted 
back upo n it . Th e 'historicity ' w e thereb y achieve d provide d u s wit h 
empirical base s from whic h t o cal l int o doub t th e blan d cause-and-effec t 
logic o f th e positivists , whic h tend s t o approac h histor y a s singula r an d 
total. 

We further learne d tha t a n analysis of discursive position-making an d 
position-taking in the thickness of concrete resistance and counter-resistance 
calls for an alternative mind-set. One must refuse to take the various agencies 
involved a s having an a priori existence of a certain kind. One mus t refut e 
the careless identification of'functions ' o r chartering of'needs' — concepts 
which have become habitual as the social-scientific world has attempted to 
suture th e unsuturable : th e socia l itself . In other words , what need s t o b e 
problematized are the statistical and nomothetic analyses that take individual 
actors a s isomorphic units , and socia l scientific practice s whic h leav e th e 
social relations of data collection an d thei r consequences unquestioned . 

Perhaps the thesis of'the impossibilit y of the society' put forth by Laclau 
and Mouffe remain s a novel idea, in some quarters, to this very day (Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985) ; but the time has come for i t to become common-sens e 
(i.e., good sense a la Gramsci 1989) for socially-conscientious minds to note 
that where there i s an excess of meanings there is an excess of signs; where 
there is an excess of signifiers there is an excess of signifieds; where there is 
an exces s o f structure s ther e i s an exces s o f events ; and , fo r tha t matter , 
where there i s an excess of observers there is an excess of the observed . 



10 Colours of  Money, Shades  of Pride 

These lessons, if pushed to their logical extreme, may actually lead to a 
total rejection o f conventional sociologica l or ethnographic strategies an d 
practices. Rather than reject anthropological research, however, i t became 
more importan t t o m e tha t th e hecti c nineteen-mont h journe y o f my 
fieldwork ha d involve d a  double dialectic as well as a two-way process. As 
we worked , I  was constantly transformin g m y research 'subject ' (object! ) 
and at the same time being transformed by 'it'. This double movement acting 
upon m e transforme d my  presume d identit y —  fro m 'sociologist ' t o 
'ethnographer' to 'historian' and then (fo r lack of a better term) to 'cultura l 
critic'. During my transformation, th e 'observed ' als o continued t o escap e 
the finitud e o f 'structure ' an d th e discreteness o f 'events' . Time and agai n 
the process of finding a  way to identify mysel f overlapped with a process of 
finding a  way to know the 'unknown'. This overlapping in effect complete s 
what 1  mean by the dialectics of a double movement and two-way process. 
It is , I conclude, impossibl e t o present th e 'known ' without involvin g th e 
'knowing', and vice versa. Since both the knowing and the known are plural, 
certain problems concerning the presentation of the narratives in this book 
must be addressed an d resolved . At thi s moment, contrar y t o the 'nee d t o 
break with both the positions of the "native" and the "objective"' (Bourdie u 
1990b, 27), 1 have found i t imperative to engage both . 

Perceptive Basis for a  Multi-Narrative Strateg y 

In the final si x months of my fieldwork I  repeatedly talked an d listened t o 
over 10 0 people . M y knowledg e o f th e JW M cas e becam e a  poo l o f 
perspectives an d perception s o f remarkably divers e content . Gradually , I 
slipped into an alarming state — that of a JWM expert. I became alert tha t 
effort mus t be made to prevent mysel f from playin g God — th e Know-Al l 
somewhere above . I t too k self-restrain t an d self-reflexivit y t o kee p o n 
monitoring mysel f in various field situations . It was important no t t o deny 
or evade my subjecthood and positioning — on the contrary, it was important 
to make them explici t and visible and, consequently, mor e accountable . 

During the interviews, I constantly struggled with myself about whether 
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or not , an d t o wha t extent , t o revea l mysel f an d th e knowledg e I  ha d 
accumulated. Ther e wa s no ready-mad e formul a excep t t o lear n throug h 
practice and mistakes . 

Firstly, there i s the relationa l (moral ) dilemm a on e faces i n the field : 
What responsibilit y doe s th e information-take r hav e vis-a-vi s th e 
information-giver? What kind of reciprocity is involved? If the informatio n 
you ar e goin g t o ge t i s deepl y huma n an d social , isn' t i t tha t everyon e 
involved must be treated, first and foremost, a s a human being engaged in a 
social relationship? If so, can one expect to be treated as a full human being 
if one fails honestly to reveal as much pertinent informatio n a s one knows? 
If you and your informant are on an unequal footing, how will this asymmetry 
affect th e flo w an d qualit y o f discourse? What kin d o f thin g i s he o r sh e 
likely to say to you and what would you hope to expect from him/her? These 
are rea l questions , bu t thei r answer s ca n b e sough t onl y i n praxis , no t i n 
theory. 

In my own research practice, I would make the first move by presenting 
to the interviewees the published materials I had collected i n the form of a 
review, an d as k for thei r comments . I n mos t case s they listene d carefully , 
with interes t an d curiosity , a s i f listenin g t o som e excitin g story . A s th e 
discrepancies between journalists' versions and what the interviewees knew 
accumulated, the y woul d begi n t o question , argue , den y an d protest , 
sometimes vehemently . Quit e ofte n thi s woul d b e a  turning poin t i n ou r 
relationship, leading to deeper engagement. Intetviewees wanted t o know 
more an d clarif y mor e an d became , unavoidably , mor e responsiv e an d 
responsible. Conversatio n becam e easier . At thi s stag e I  tried m y bes t t o 
keep my mouth shut for fear that any hint of subtle approval or disapproval 
would distort what might be revealed . 

After thi s initia l stage , the interviewe e frequently inquire d abou t th e 
ethnographic record s I  ha d gathered . Thi s informatio n wa s use d fo r 
comparison wit h wha t th e interviewee s themselve s ha d experienced . 
Discussions tende d t o tak e th e for m o f a n ethnographic/historica l 
reconstruction. I  tried t o keep my interventions t o a minimum so as to le t 
the interviewees ' word s an d thought s flo w further . I n th e firs t interview , 
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with ver y littl e encouragemen t an d direction , thi s proces s usuall y laste d 
more than one hour . 

In most of the cases, there was an interval of at least two weeks before 
a second interview . The purpose of this delay was to allow the interviewe e 
to reflec t o n ou r conversatio n an d t o give m e a  chance t o transcrib e th e 
tapes. This would enable the second interview to reach a higher discursive 
level. The 'coohng-off' ha d a positive effect; i t gave the interviewees a chance 
to rethin k wha t the y ha d sai d an d wha t the y ha d experienced . Som e o f 
them eve n read throug h copies  o f journalists' account s photocopie d fro m 
my collection , an d som e o f the m use d thi s perio d t o consul t wit h 
acquaintances wh o were involved . Man y interviewee s became even mor e 
active interlocutors during this period. 

The second interview typically began with a brief recapitulation of what 
had happened durin g the first interview ; new revelations sometimes burs t 
out at this juncture. During this interview, I was aggressive and talkative I 
interrogated th e interviewee s abou t th e discrepancie s m  thei r previou s 
interview, pushe d fo r furthe r justificatio n o f stron g statement s the y ma y 
have made, and argued and reasoned regarding their judgements and choices. 
Through thi s approach , the y wer e mor e convince d tha t I  wa s no t onl y 
interested i n them and what they had to say, but also that I  was at least as 
involved a s they had been . 

Subsequently —  an d especiall y whe n th e interviewe e hel d tightl y t o 
his o r he r versio n o f event s —  I  began t o contribut e informatio n I  ha d 
obtained fro m othe r source s o r oppose d parties . Heate d debates , self -
questioning an d cross-questionm g ofte n resulted . Hidde n theorie s an d 
previously unacknowledge d presumption s an d assumption s wer e mad e 
explicit. The geographica l framework expande d from th e factory premise s 
to the community at large, and then to the distant rural areas where most of 
the workers ' leader s ha d thei r homes . Tim e horizon s als o expande d 
considerably, both backwards to the very beginning of the year of the events 
in question an d eve n t o severa l years before, an d forward, righ t up to and 
including the present moment . 

A ne w dimensio n o f interna l time/spac e unfolde d a s well. Against a 
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background o f breathtaking depth and breadth, the hidden properties o f a 
cumulative sediment of existing social relations became readily discernible. 
Layers and layers of intermingled social connections and interconnectednes s 
emerged. Various events, alignments and actions could be clearly seen and 
were a t th e sam e tim e constantl y crystallized , dissolved , define d an d 
redefined. Al l kinds of 'what if questions , hypotheses and guesswork, both 
of th e pas t an d o f th e present , wer e mad e availabl e fo r ope n scrutin y — 
they cease d t o b e 'counter-factual' , 'un-factual ' o r eve n 'a-factual' , an d 
constituted wha t one migh t cal l the 'super-factual' , i n the sense tha t the y 
existed at the very Centre of rationales for social action. This most significant 
dimension of the social-world-in-the-making describe d i n this study will, I 
trust, emerg e a s affirmin g th e practic e o f alternativ e ethnograph y —  a s 
exemplified b y Crapanzano's Waiting;  Kondo's Crafting Selves, Tsing's In the 
Realm of the Diamond Queen and Moeran's Okubo Diary  (Crapanzano 1985; 
Kondo 1990 ; Tsing 1993 ; Moeran 1985) . 

Three Genres of Narrativ e 

Press narrative 

This kind of discourse involves the multi-subjective narratives of more than 
fifty journalist s concernin g th e JWM strike . The salien t feature s o f thes e 
stories, i f submitted t o carefu l scrutiny , ar e by no mean s simple . They ar e 
accounts create d i n a  similar  fashio n bu t reporte d b y unevenl y qualifie d 
narrators. Th e engagemen t an d commitmen t o f thes e narrator s t o th e 
particular event varied, but it was usually tenuous. Though some journalists 
followed the event from beginning to end, most had very casual or sporadic 
encounters with the strike. 

But to say that reporters' access to the event varied is not precise enough. 
There were at least two cases in which reporters were not there as journalists. 
They came as associates of their conservative professional associations, and 
used their press passes to spy on strike activities. These 'reporters' monitored 
levels of solidarity and amounts of material support pouring in from various 
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directions. Thei r low-profil e surveillanc e resulte d i n th e productio n o f a 
few highly sensational feature stories which accused some intervening groups 
of being 'Trotskyists' . I  also gathered evidenc e tha t a  few journalists were , 
consciously or unconsciously, used by the workers as couriers. These incidents 
make u s aware of th e dange r o f accepting whatever on e ca n ge t from th e 
field o r fro m document s a s 'data' , withou t rigorou s scrutin y o r furthe r 
qualification. 

Generally speaking , thi s firs t genr e o f narrative consist s o f published 
accounts constructed by multiple subjects called journalists, for consumption 
by 'the public' . Neither journalist s nor the publi c were subjectively awar e 
of havin g an y rea l interest s i n thi s particula r event . Bu t thi s apparen t 
neutrality does not guarantee freedom from value judgement. Both reporters 
and readers positioned themselve s as total outsiders, who cared only about 
the superficial and externals of an 'event' which they carelessly constructed 
(produced) and carelessly took for granted (consumed). To know is an active 
process; limite d effort s yiel d a  limite d return , an d limite d question s ca n 
only find limite d answers . 

An effor t t o kno w mus t begi n somewher e an d th e superficia l an d 
external i s not a  bad place to begin, so long as one is aware of its place and 
also of one's own whereabouts . However , th e voluminous pres s narrative , 
for reason s o f space , canno t constitut e a  separat e chapte r i n thi s book . 
Instead, a sampling of social discourses from the journalistic world explicitly 
referred t o in other genres of narrative are presented i n the Appendix (se e 
pp. 385-422) . 

Ethnographic narrative 

Based upo n th e blow-by-blo w note s I  too k durin g my  fieldwork , a n 
ethnography ha s been constructed . T o execute thi s task , I  had t o be bot h 
inside and outside of what I  claim to have observed. When I  felt too much 
'in', I  woul d mov e 'out' , an d vic e versa . I  hope d suc h a  not-always -
comfortable ethnographi c distanc e woul d allo w m e t o maintai n bot h m y 
sense of reality and my academic stance. What worried me was that a close 
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and emotiona l involvemen t i n th e strik e migh t jeopardiz e m y status a s a 
researcher from overseas . 

Having bee n bot h 'in ' an d 'out ' o f th e JW M cas e result s i n a  stor y 
different fro m th e on e th e journalist s told . Largel y becaus e o f m y insid e 
position as a worker at the Centre, I detected a tremendous amount of time 
and spac e existing both betwee n an d insid e those 'things ' and 'events ' — 
time an d spac e absen t i n th e journalists ' accounts . Th e time/spac e 
configuration I  faced wa s looser an d mor e dispersed , a t th e sam e time , i t 
was constituted b y much denser and thicke r content . Material s I  gatheted 
included my own notes, notes from two militant unionists who worked with 
the workers , an d note s take n b y differen t worker s unde r variou s 
circumstances. Additiona l document s includ e workin g diaries , meetin g 
minutes, announcements, news releases, songs and slogans, and photos and 
tape recordings of various occasions. These materials offered a n 'empirical ' 
basis from whic h I  could construct an ethnographic description . 

Through a  somewha t comprehensiv e presentation , I  tr y t o giv e th e 
reader a sense of the strike with all its diverse trajectories. However , I  must 
make i t clea r a t th e outse t tha t th e moment s I  captured , lik e thos e a 
photographer records , were from th e specifi c poin t an d angl e available t o 
me. The on-the-spot decision of whether to 'click the shutter' and the late r 
decision whethe r t o make a  'print' from a  particular 'negative' , or even t o 
'enlarge' it , wer e al l determine d b y m y interests , a s a n ethnographer , m 
serving a particular mode of inquiry. Consequently, the temporal and spatial 
connectedness o f thi s narrativ e i s m y ow n construct . Chapte r 3 , 'O n 
Methodology an d Procedures' , gives a more detailed explanation o f how I 
have constructed thi s space/time grid. 

The purpos e o f m y ethnography i s to excavat e a  dense subterranea n 
time/space fo r reflectio n an d scrutiny . I n m y interview s wit h strik e 
participants, I  use d th e preliminar y ethnographi c narrativ e —  whic h 
belonged t o bot h mysel f an d th e interviewe e and , i n a  sense, was jointl y 
produced — as an empirical object for both of us to react to. These reactions 
flared spectacularl y fro m tim e t o time , a t other s constitute s flow s o f 
retrospective theonzation and speculation. In the ethnographic narrative I 
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also attemp t t o provid e th e presen t reade r wit h a n empirica l basi s soun d 
enough t o enabl e a  deepe r deconstruction , a s wel l a s t o invit e th e 
identification o f problems. 

In th e cours e of producing th e ethnographi c narrative , questions o f a 
new sor t constantly croppe d up . The question s tha t emerge d a t thi s leve l 
were ones that the press reports did not allow, but were also conditioned by 
what had been made available. These questions concerned the raison d'etre 
of categories tha t seeme d t o 'exist ' and ar e the staple concerns o f standard 
ethnography ('socia l structure ' and 'culture ' are examples), questions tha t 
circle aroun d th e notion s o f the 'function ' o f the entir e 'event' , see n a s a 
whole with various 'parts'. Yet neither function no r event was easy to discern. 
An ethnographi c operatio n require d freezin g processe s int o patterns , 
flattening diverse genres of narrative into a flat topographic representation , 
and fitting od d bits and pieces into a  holistic picture analogous to a jigsaw 
puzzle. This i s the wor k o f a n academi c matchmaker , wh o trie s t o marr y 
behaviour with the culture which supposedly underlies it , and attempts t o 
pair event with structure, with the former supposedly parasitic on the latter . 
Understanding tha t these oppositions are but 'analogous expressions of the 
same misplaced concreteness' (Sahlins 1985,156), we know that this social-
scientific proces s can , a t best , produc e a  mid-rang e hybri d o f half-bake d 
facts and models, and that the entities that emerge from i t are but categories 
which ar e conventionall y classifie d a s social structure , cultura l meaning , 
behavioural trait s and value orientations . 

During the inquir y I  found tha t th e question of industrial solidarity i n 
the workplace was the wrong question to ask. My field informatio n clearl y 
indicated that the solidarity of the workers, especially among the struggling 
leaders, was not formed i n the workplace, nor was it derived from workin g 
relations. Instead , th e ethnographi c accoun t indicate s th e presenc e o f a 
complicated proces s o f transposin g subtl e socio-persona l tie s fro m rura l 
domestic settlement s t o th e utba n productio n premises . The tie s becam e 
meaningful i n a situation of industrial conflic t an d were recognized by the 
parties involved only when they reflected upo n i t retrospectively . 

Thus, I  trie d no t t o deciphe r th e secre t cod e o f th e 'rural-urban ' 
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continuum and its cultural significance with conventional categories of social 
structure, kinship ties , value involutions or behavioural survival s — stapl e 
concerns of the 'Chinese Anthropology' of a modernist persuasion. Although 
I did no t yet  have a  comprehensive framewor k a s an alternativ e t o thes e 
conventional conceptualizations , I  was quite sure that m y work would no t 
be an empiricist labour history, nor would it be akin to a structural-functiona l 
approach to workers' movements or social/societal movements (cf. Touraine 
2000, 90-1; 2001, 34-5) 

I now realize that th e socia l ties mentioned abov e which were forme d 
outside the workplace were not stable, nor were the roles and statuses of the 
people involved. These pre-existing relations-in-flux cannot be said to have 
provided a  basis for industria l solidarity to emerge. It was not unti l the las t 
phase of my fieldwork, when the group picked up the ethnographic account 
and subjected i t to rigorous scrutiny, that these pre-existing relations really 
became comprehensibl e t o me . I t was i n th e proces s of re-examining th e 
ethnographic record, both alone and with my interviewees, that I relearned 
what I  had bee n doin g al l along — I  had bee n quit e irresponsibl e whil e I 
was indulged i n my personal quest for an ethnography . 

What wa s marvellou s an d excitin g abou t doin g fieldwor k wer e th e 
unexpected an d unintende d consequence s o f self-education . Sinc e I  was 
the document-creating agent , my transformation wen t hand i n hand wit h 
the very process by which I handled and transformed whatever came to me. 
This was a process of being produced throug h production ; th e articulate d 
subject's subjectivit y becomin g deepe r th e mor e he submerge d himsel f i n 
broader an d broade r context s o f multipl e subjectivities . Thi s i s precisel y 
the importance of the next type of narrative. 

Reflexive narratives  of  worker consciousness 

This sort of narrative led me into a much more subjective realm. Of course, 
one canno t deny or totally discount th e existence of 'subjective' element s 
m th e previou s exercises . I n th e ethnographi c narrative , althoug h a  ne w 
dimension of time/space became available and new questions emerged fro m 
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both the density of the materials and from gaps and omissions in and among 
them, objectiv e condition s an d constraints — i n socio-scientiftc term s — 
were invoke d t o accoun t fo r them . Thes e structure s an d function s wer e 
unable to explain, however, why such forces actually worked on the actors 
and actions involved . 

The difficulties involve d were more than technical and methodological. 
These 'structural ' condition s an d constraint s invariabl y faile d t o accoun t 
for anything concrete, because the categories employed were anything bu t 
actively constructe d o r theoretically generate d b y the narrator s involved . 
The agents ' own dynamic processes of discursive figuring were elided. This 
situation cannot be improved technically or methodologically in structural-
functional ethnograph y because a t the leve l of our second-genre narrativ e 
no clea r agen t exists . Rather , fo r thi s kin d o f social-scienc e analysis , a n 
agent becomes merely an 'individual' attached to a pre-existing framework . 
This particula r 'individual ' i s take n eithe r a s a  rura l dweller , a  femal e 
operative o r an export-processing worke r .. . etc. , but never as an agent i n 
the making of her own history . 

I prefer t o define 'agent ' as one who mediates her/his own existence in 
relation t o a  constructed contex t S/h e mus t activel y addres s her/himsel f 
rather tha n b e passively interpellate d (Althusse r 1971 ; Laclau 1977 , 81— 
198; Chiu 1995 , 1—45) . In giving meanin g t o th e emergen t condition s of 
her/his existence, an agent transforms those conditions to make her/himself 
a being who can be properly addressed. To exist is to act. And to act goes far 
beyond answerin g summon s unde r a  bestowe d nam e —  i t i s a  constan t 
process of creating an active self as well as participating in the constructio n 
of a responsive world of which the agen t i s a part. Without o r prior to this 
mediation, an agent does not exist . In other words, only m and through an 
active discursiv e constructio n an d praxiologica l interpellatio n ca n a 
transformation tak e place which also changes a passive, non-reflective bein g 
into a n agent , a n activ e an d consciousl y actin g 'subject' . Th e perspectiv e 
from whic h the agent conceives the formation o f her/his very 'agenthood ' 
is crucial to this process. 

Nevertheless, thi s agenthood ca n no t be recognized o r acknowledge d 
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except by those who are agents in the same sense. In other words, the agency 
of the workers was not possible for me to recognize or take into account i n 
the second, ethnographic, genre precisely because I myself had not yet been 
transformed int o an agent with respect to the situation in question. And i t 
was not until I activated my own subjectivity and took action to re-mediate 
my existence vis-a-vis that o f my interviewees that I  was transformed int o 
an agen t fo r th e situatio n and wa s able t o appreciate thei r ow n particula r 
agency 

If what ha s been sai d sounds tautological , i t is . Precisely becaus e thi s 
third genre of narrative reflexivity i s circular, i t is impossible to understand 
from th e perspectiv e o f linear-logica l thinking . Durin g th e proces s o f 
generating thi s reflexive narrativ e I  became aware of innumerable degree s 
of interpellation and agenthood, genres of mediation and reflexivity, form s 
of participatio n an d sense s o f solidarity , type s o f actio n an d collectiv e 
existence. All these had been articulated through numerous involvements , 
including position-forming , position-takin g an d adjustment s m  orientin g 
and aiming . 

This proces s o f articulatio n an d it s intricacie s i s demonstrate d i n 
Chapters 7  t o 8 , throug h variou s 'episodes ' whic h becam e availabl e a s 
informants an d I  plunge d criticall y int o th e thicknes s o f th e lifeworld 
discourses. In effect, every single 'episode' refracted a  set of problems, together 
with their possible outcomes, into many more problems, all of which could 
be seen to challenge the conventional wisdom of social science. These new 
perceptions als o revealed a  very different sens e of historicity an d require d 
an entirely new perspective on my part. Gazing upon thi s newly availabl e 
vision, points i n time an d spac e anchore d no t onl y single events but als o 
served as interfaces for the immensely fluid, discretional actions of multiple 
agents. Actions wer e take n accordin g t o each agent' s situationa l positio n 
and perspectiv e a t a  give n poin t i n time , an d alway s involve d possibl e 
alternatives, the perceptions and actions of other agents, and anticipation s 
of the perceptions and actions of others. 

To illustrate these inter/intra-subjective dimensions , the story I tell m 
the reflexive narrative is multi-stranded. Of course, no matter how much is 
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told, i t can onl y be a  partial story . The reaso n I  have trie d hard t o tel l a s 
much a s possible i s really to convey how small and limited our knowledg e 
really is . Through the process I  have described i t has become impossible to 
provide a  neat , straightforward , single-strande d story . Such a  story woul d 
be mor e consisten t wit h histor y a s i t i s usually recounted ; bu t I  am mor e 
concerned her e wit h th e historicit y o f actio n an d th e multiplicit y an d 
complexity of the agent s who make their own histories. 

In this book I want to build a discursive relation with the reader. Making 
sense o f a  stor y lik e th e on e tol d her e require s a  particula r for m o f 
engagement. I  hope tha t reader s will  come u p with thei r ow n questions , 
some of which ma y not b e answerable. Knowledge i s never complete, an d 
therefore the act of understanding requires activity more than contemplation 
(Volosinov 1973 , 1987) . In real-life struggles for survival and decency, th e 
problem i s not how much information i s out there for us to 'recognize' , but 
rather ho w w e ar e t o understan d an d ac t —  unde r th e pressur e o f bein g 
constantly acte d upon — given our limited knowledge . 

The theoretical consequences of this insight are serious. Praxiologically 
speaking, I  hav e calle d int o questio n th e notio n o f deepe r structura l 
properties — a set of functional prerequisite s — which are latent and only 
need t o be 'discovered ' throug h a  process of model-fitting, feature-sortin g 
and law-findin g b y social-scientific experts . In it s place I  have insiste d o n 
grounding ou r narrative s m  a  particula r notio n o f th e agent . Agent s ar e 
people who act consciously. They do not exis t prior to mediation throug h 
both actio n an d discours e tha t transform s the m int o consciou s historica l 
subjects. I f thi s i s correct , ho w ca n w e posi t 'actors' , 'functions ' o r eve n 
'structures' tha t conditio n behaviou r prio r t o th e behaviou r takin g plac e 
and before  th e one who behaves comes into existence? These entitie s ar e 
possible, bu t onl y theoretically . The y becom e plausibl e onl y throug h th e 
operation of post hoc reasoning — one that employs an a posteriori exercise 
to do an a priori job. 

In contrast , my  presentatio n seek s t o demonstrat e wher e certai n 
approaches to industrial social relations have gone wrong. I argue that 'class', 
for example , i s simpl y a  reificatio n o f activ e historica l struggle . Peopl e 
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working in an industrial setting do not automatically become members of a 
'working class' . The y mus t b e involve d i n a  dens e an d complicate d 
oppositional socia l process . And if they (o r rather, mos t of the time, onl y 
some of them) d o become member s of a working clas s (no t The Workin g 
Class), they keep this status only through repeated reinforcement an d only 
as the said social process (usually  concrete struggle) tha t constitute s the m 
as a class continues. To the extent tha t my material supports a  theoretica l 
claim, then , I  woul d sa y tha t clas s exist s whil e individua l being s ar e 
interpellated an d self-addressed , respectivel y an d together , withi n a 
commonly share d context . Thos e wh o collectively construc t a  definit e 
moral-political positioning and take up similar space in a political economy, 
taking action m  solidarity, become a  'class' . At thi s moment , an d only a t 
this very moment, do we see the formation o f workers into a working class. 
In our JWM strike case , 'class ' was formed whe n the management carrie d 
out the 31 May 'slaughter' referred t o at the beginning of this chapter, and 
this 'class ' bega n t o dissolv e whe n som e o f the vetera n workers ' leader s 
decided t o tak e thei r compensatio n an d exit . I n othe r words , a  workin g 
class itself , as well as its consciousness, i s produced an d reproduced b y its 
individual members, who share positions and actions in and through struggle. 
Therefore, a  class theory outsid e a n everyday-life contex t o f conflict an d 
compromise is a theory lacking in relevance — just another ahistoncal and 
context-free menta l exercise . 

Nevertheless, I  d o no t wis h t o sugges t tha t n o mode l —  suc h a s 
proletarianization, interna l contradictions in a capitalist economy, or world 
crisis — can be right. What I  am convinced o f is that without accountin g 
for or understanding the process m which the subjectivity of agents is formed, 
we will be left askin g and failing t o answer th e same questions agai n and 
again. What i s at stake is the mediation itself— th e very materialization of 
a person int o an agent, the making of individuals int o socially meaningfu l 
subjects i n socially significant actions . Existing theories that fail to address 
the proble m involve d i n thi s constructio n amoun t t o ungrounde d 
speculation. 
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The Practice of Alterative Ethnography and Non-Foundationa l 
Social Analyses 

As the produc t o f intensive enthograph-base d study , this book relies bot h 
on narrating the experience and calls into question all foundational claim s 
of narrational experience — i.e. , politics, cultures, labour relations, gender 
divisions, various social analytic categories, and so on. To be able to do this, 
I cannot homogenize the texts. The multi-genre presentations and reflexive 
mode of writings are meant t o be read as a methodological demonstratio n 
as wel l a s an epistemologica l statemen t i n thei r ow n right . Bu t the y als o 
purport to show the necessary correspondences- between form and content , 
between languag e an d thought , an d betwee n significatio n practice s an d 
their resulting products . 

An alterative ethnography — or an 'experimental ethnography' as Jean 
Camaroff call s it — i s thus not a  research project o f labour history, nor a n 
account o f industria l relations . I t certainl y doe s no t dea l wit h issue s o f 
development, gender , o r socia l differentiation .  .  labour struggle s i n thei r 
conventional sense. For what such a project deems to be at stake is not th e 
immediate (or remote) circumstantial conditions which can be seen to have 
'caused' the industrial conflict. Instead, this project takes into consideration 
the overal l politico-economic an d ethico-cultura l dimension s involve d i n 
over-determining an d over-hegemonizm g th e commencemen t an d th e 
outcome of the dispute. An alterative ethnography of a strike and a critical 
theoretical analysi s of the problem of working class solidarity, my accoun t 
focuses upo n factory shop-floo r politic s and politics outside th e factory, a s 
well as cultural politics, at a time when manufacturing and industrial activity 
were at their peak in Hong Kong. 

Such an account, taking the interplay of social bodies and moral politics 
as its point of departure, should be able to make a unique resource for labour 
historians, socia l movemen t practitioners , feminis t advocate s an d others ; 
as well as for academic sociologists and anthropologists. Drawing on a long 
tradition of non-foundational writings in Marxist and non-Marxist literature 
and adoptin g discursiv e strategie s o f cultura l studies , th e richnes s o f th e 
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work should be able to persuade the careful reade r that a non-foundationa l 
approach can hold promise for the future o f radical social analysis. 

In rethinking issues in ethnography writing, labour relation researches 
and th e thre e worl d theorie s mentione d below , 1  us e the too l o f reflexiv e 
ethnography t o expan d th e scope s o f both cultura l studie s an d political -
economic discourses. By problematizmg the historicities and moral politics 
involved i n societa l negotiation s an d compromises , m y various account s 
lay bare the blind spots embedded in theories of flexible accumulation, core/ 
periphery relations, and world system(s). At the same time, these account s 
provide m e wit h ric h an d flui d space s withi n whic h t o substantiat e th e 
following enquiries . 

(1) Th e investigatio n o f hidden layers of social relations and interaction s 
among workers , whic h se t th e basi c ton e an d fot m a  bas e fo r thei r 
solidarity and collective action m  times of crises. 

This part deals with subterranean time and space in physical terms, as well 
as with that which exists in various agents' minds. Physically, I have had t o 
expand th e tim e span to include periods both befor e an d afte r th e sit-ins . 
Spatially, I  hav e ha d t o ignor e th e confine s o f th e factor y premise s an d 
reach ou t t o th e workers ' rura l residentia l communities . Wit h regar d t o 
subjective time and space, I try to grasp the overall meaning and significance 
of various terms of connection. For instance, I  have had to account for th e 
fact that the group of leaders addressed each other in joking, fictive kinship 
terms both long before and after the industrial action took place. Predicating 
upon the rural upbringing of the majority of these women operatives, issues 
of generational transmission of work ethic, values and various cultural forms 
(cf. Willi s 1977 ) and dynamics of day-to-day practices and resistances (cf . 
de Certea u 1984 ) ca n b e furthe r problematized . I n engagin g th e 
Thompsonian thesi s o f th e 'making ' o f th e workin g class , I  open u p th e 
essentialized and impacted language of a working woman's 'world', a language 
which hangs somewhere i n the limbo between 'kinship ' and 'class' . 
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(2) Th e deconstructio n o f th e structur e o f mora l politic s embedde d i n 
economic struggles. 

I asses s the impac t o f manageria l manipulatio n o f rewards — i n our case , 
the 'privatization ' o f wor k benefit s an d relate d arbitrar y differentia l 
treatments — upon the self-identification o f the worker's social existence, 
as well as its effect on the construction of we/they relations. Special emphasis 
is placed on the morality of money-taking and money-giving. My case clearly 
indicates that i t is not always true that the issue in dispute simply concerns 
the quantity of money. In this case it involved heated argumentation abou t 
'what kind o f money are we talking about?' With a  value context which is 
by all means socially defined and culturally informed, money is never either 
purely transparent or colourless. Who gives what to whom for what? How is 
it done ? Whe n i s i t done ? Wh o get s i t an d wh o doesn't 7 Wha t i s th e 
justification fo r bein g treate d differentl y an d why ? All thes e issue s are a t 
stake, not just how much money i s involved. 

To b e abl e t o understan d thes e issue s I  loo k int o th e capitalis t use s 
(politics) o f manipulating socia l insecurity (cf . Margli n 1976) , on the on e 
hand, while on the other I highlight the significance of practices concerned 
with women's labour-returns (paid or unpaid) and their effect o n sustaining 
livelihoods: certai n practice s lesse n th e necessit y o f th e contributio n o f 
female labour power, thereby enabling struggles to be more concerned with 
moral issues. 

(3) Th e analysi s o f discursive position-making , an d th e position-makin g 
of various agencies involved . 

I do not tak e the various agencies involved a s having a priori existence of 
any certain kind; neither do I posit functions o r needs dictated by charters, 
but specify circumstances and conditions under which agencies appropriate 
specific sign s and image s to themselves . I  also specify thos e circumstance s 
and conditions under which agencies assign or superimpose particular signs 
and image s on thei r adversaries . B y so doing, I  hope t o mak e transparen t 
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the cultural dynamic inherent in specific strategy formations and its related 
ideological interpolations . Thi s them e ca n bes t b e demonstrate d b y ou r 
case, i n which th e cultura l imag e of 'benevolent bos s as benevolent king ' 
became strategicall y availabl e fo r bot h worker s an d managemen t t o 
appropriate and re-appropriate i n their ideologica l war. 

In a  nutshell, th e problematic o f agenthood involve s an appreciatio n 
of th e way s ideologies , movement s an d subjectivitie s interact . Give n th e 
fluidity o f the fiel d site , i t i s important t o be sensitive t o th e interaction s 
between observe r an d observed . Only certai n styles of writing are capable 
of conveying th e reflexivitie s generated , whic h includ e th e authors ' ow n 
experience in coming to terms with the issues of praxis, narration, collective 
construction, humour, messmess and frustration. Here is precisely the place 
where question s o f genr e an d narrativ e collide/collud e wit h thos e o f 
construction an d self-criticism . 

At a parallel yet different leve l the same principles apply with regard to 
the interplay of social bodies and moral politics. At this collective level m-
depth analysis takes a form akin to the discourse analysis of cultural politics 
and th e sociologica l interventio n o f new socia l movement s (c f Hal l an d 
Jacques 1983 , 1989; Touraine, Wieviorka and Dubet 1987) . 

Following this line of inquiry, I learned that a 'cultural rationale' is not 
something existin g a  priori whic h ha s create d an d ca n therefor e explai n 
social actions. On the contrary, it is something created and reproduced and , 
therefore, to be explained (cf . Volosinov 1973) . This theoretical orientation 
is in sharp contrast to some prevailing practices i n sinology, which tend t o 
reify variou s aspect s o f Confucian discourse s and , i n one wa y or another , 
press them into a thin base to support an explanation of'economic miracles' . 
I recount the 'boss-as-king' phenomenon mentioned above to illustrate this. 

At various points during the period of the workers' sit-in, their leadership 
actively sought to augment their bargaining power by appealing for support 
from thei r MNC's (multinational corporation's) overseas  top management . 
They cable d directl y t o th e managin g directo r t o solici t hi s persona l 
attention, and then waited attentively for his intervention. At first glance, 
scholars ma y fin d thi s a  manifestatio n o f th e Chines e worker' s deeply -
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embedded 'sens e of authority', as trickled down through thousands of years 
of Confucia n teachings ; other s migh t tak e i t a s evidenc e o f th e 'fals e 
consciousness' o f a  nascent proletaria t whic h isn' t eve n awar e o f it s ow n 
class position i n a  capitalist divisio n o f labour. These tw o positions, based 
upon radicall y differen t presumptions , actuall y shar e th e same mixture o f 
methodologies — a  kind of hybrid exercise of socio-topographical feature -
sorting, histonco-developmental, model-fitting and economic-nomothetica l 
law-finding. 

An anthropologica l readin g o f th e record s o f hundred s o f hour s o f 
remarkably articulate discussions among the workers themselves, however , 
calls for an alternative approach. From the perspective of discourse analysis, 
I found that the workers carefully thought through, and consciously selected, 
their plan of action. They emphasized particular aspects of a conventiona l 
'authoritative image ' of the 'other ' a s a strategic act to serve their interest s 
as the y understoo d them . Th e workers ' imag e o f thei r to p authorit y wa s 
meant t o be impose d upo n th e managin g director o f the head office , wh o 
was actuall y thei r opponen t —  i.e. , the y did i t t o exer t pressur e upo n a n 
adversary, no t becaus e the y believe d i n th e imag e themselves . Thi s 
transposition ha d multifacete d objectives : t o ad d weigh t t o thei r struggl e 
and their self-importance, to ward off pressures from the local management, 
to boos t moral e amon g fello w workers , t o creat e pretext s fo r seekin g 
international support, to warn of a possible upgrading of action, to mobilize 
public opinion, and so on. The concrete operation of these tactics and th e 
reactions they invited are too complicated to discuss in detail here. Couching 
the discours e entirel y i n th e familia r Chines e moralisti c idio m finall y 
entangled th e top management i n i t and confined th e power of the image . 
Soon, both sides began to compete in borrowing from the same ideologica l 
arsenal, both to support arguments and to justify positions — waving thei r 
weapons unde r th e shado w o f th e bigges t statue , th e mos t powerfu l 
hegemonic ico n available: Confucius . 

In other words, the 'cultural image ' of the boss as benevolent king — a 
morally-sanctioned, socially-constructed image — became available for the 
adversaries t o appropriat e an d re-appropriat e i n thei r ideologica l war . I n 
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this context, the image itself in reality turns out to be a rather empty, fluid 
one — like that o f a cup, the contents of which change as different thing s 
are poured i n and out . 

It i s precisel y thi s contentles s for m tha t mad e i t valuabl e an d 
indispensable fo r bot h opponents . Fro m th e workers ' poin t o f view, onc e 
the MNC accepted the 'Confucian' image , it would be difficult fo r them (as 
well as for governmental agents, who could be made to carry the same image) 
to reduc e o r dismis s th e even t a s a  simpl e 'economi c issue' . Whateve r 
economic concessions the MNC mad e would reinforce th e management' s 
moral predicament . Thi s i n fac t happened , whe n th e JW M managin g 
director came to Hong Kong and finally decided to sack the workers' leaders 
while simultaneously pacifying othe r striking workers. 

Small as my ethnographic cases may be, under close scrutiny, they reveal 
much mor e complicate d an d dynami c processe s tha n doe s presen t 
scholarship o n industria l conflicts , sinolog y an d labou r history . I  woul d 
suggest tha t n o socia l action — o r inaction — i s comprehensible withou t 
taking int o accoun t th e reasonin g o f thos e wh o ar e involved , whic h i s 
invariably both economic and ideological, practical and cultural, utilitarian 
and moralistic , at the same time. 
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