Spinning and Weaving Discontent: Labour Relationsand the

Production of Meaning at Zambia-China Mulungushi Textiles

Abstract

The Mulungushi Textile Factory in Kabwe, Zambiasha long association with
China. New Chinese capitalist investment estaldithe Zambia-China Mulungushi
Textiles Joint Venture Ltd. in 1997 rehabilitating a dilapidated industrialesiThis
study explores how this ‘new’ Chinese engagemefctdd the lives of the
Zambians who worked at Mulungushi. Using the liexgeriences of ex-workers, it
examines how Chinese management changed the gattatn of work, imposed
strict discipline and used the factory’s machingyyregulate labour. Labour costs
were reduced through casualisation and working itiongd diminished. Workers did
not gain the modern livelihoods they had anticigat€hrough labour struggles
meanings and understandings of racial differencesewroduced. The Zambian
government failed to support the wage expectatminthe labour force. Workers
became discontented, and a series of labour dsptiteancial difficulties and
increasing competition, diminished the enterpris@ability, and led to Chinese
investors leaving Mulungushi in 2006. This studgcdisses Marxist perspectives on
labour relations and illuminates how linear readinfjcapitalism and modernity, fall

to provide an intellectual framework for this gldibad site.
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I ntroduction

Kabwe is the provincial capital of Central Provineelarge dusty town in the middle of
Zambia with a population of approximately 250,0B6rmerly known as Broken Hill, Kabwe
was a mining centre, which declined economicallg ancially, as major mining activities
ceased in the 1990s (Mumvuma, 2007). The Mulungtesktile factory was constructed
between 1977 and 1981 with financial and techrasalstance from the Chinese Government
(PRC). Although associated with China since itepton, Mulungushi originally operated
from 1982 until 1996, as a Zambian managed paegt@bvernment of Zambia, 2006a). As
the largest textile factory in Zambia, the natibp@wned Mulungushi Textiles would have
stood as an icon of modern industrial developmenthe Zambian social plane. The factory
began to decline from the early 1990s, through rarsgement and financial difficulties, and
was first forced to close in 1996, at a time wheanafacturing in Zambia was badly hit by
national economic crisis. Chinese investment adrivre 1997 to re-open the Mulungushi
factory, when an agreement was reached betwee@hhese and Zambian Governments.
Qingdao, a Chinese State Owned Enterprise (SOR3pidate the site (Alden, 2007). The
Zambia-China Mulungushi Textiles Joint Venture Ltd (ZCMT) was formed, and was jointly
owned by Qingdao (66%) and the Zambian MinistryDefence (34%) (Government of
Zambia, 2006a).

The factory’s machinery spun and weaved once agagucing seventeen million metres of
fabric, and stitching a hundred thousand itemslathing a year (Taylor, 2006a; 177), until
the plant closed in 2006. Both struggles betweenkers and the Chinese management
(McGreal, 2007), and competition from other clothiand textile sources (Koyi, 2006)
arguably made the business unsustainable. Todawpdtmy stands dormant and dilapidated.
Inside an imposing four storey structure, wh&eenbia-China Mulungushi Textiles Joint
Venture Ltd. is still proudly displayed, the production machneests purposelessly. A
handful of casual security guards are stationediratofactory gates, where hundreds of
industrial workers recently streamed through. Dagt might those workers had toiled, and as
the factory’s machinery weaved colourful pattertextiles, the workers were engaged with,
and struggled against, a labour process transfobydthinese management. Adjacent to the
factory, is theMulungushi Cotton ginnery, wholly owned by Qingdao. This operated

separately from the textile factory and ZCMT pusath processed cotton from Mulungushi



Cotton. The ginnery continues to operate and exjpo@hina. It will be referred to in this

paper, but this separate business was not a fd¢he cesearch.

This study seeks to understand what impacts Chingsézement in ZCMT had on the social
organisation of work and labour relations, and esglZambians workers’ unfulfilled
encounters with modernity. Using a factory site #mel occupational category of industrial
workers, a specific relationship between Africarbdar and Chinese management is
explored. The re-organisation of work, ex-workeggperiences of socioeconomic change
and their confounding encounters with culturaleféince are investigated.

Chinese Relationswith Zambia, and the African Textile Industry

The Chinese assistance in building Mulungushi cpusieafter the completion of the massive
Tanzania-Zambia railway (TAZARA) in 1975. TAZARA wabuilt with Chinese aid and
‘...stands out as a symbol of Sino-African solidar{Mohan and Power, 2008; 29). Today
TAZARA is reflected upon as a historic example diiftd’'s engagement with Africa as
South-South cooperation. From the mid-1990s, amnd3lei businesses started acquiring
natural resource concerns, a ‘new’ era began asaGhaid, foreign direct investment and
trade with Africa grew rapidly. There has since rbéar greater Chinese economic, and
increasingly, social and political engagement witliica (Alden, 2007). The TAZARA
narrative is one the Chinese Government and camperaerprise is keen to perpetuate, as it
acts to legitimise their close relationship witle ttuling Zambian Movement for Multi-Party
Democracy (MMD) Government. Chinese corporationgehaenetrated into Africa and have
been able to cultivate links with national govermtse(Rocha, 2007). The investment that
follows can be prove to be: “...volatile portfolioviestment [rather] than directly productive
investment.” (Hart, 2002; 304). There is much qoestg of China's methods and
understanding in this ‘new’ era of engagement (seplinsky, 2008; Obiorah, 2007). In
Zambia, Chinese investors, particularly in the mgnsector, have been criticised for offering
low wage levels and poor working conditions. A fieqtly referenced example is an accident
at the Chinese-owned Chambishi mine in 2005, wHérevorkers were killed (see Alden,
2007). However, this is not to suggest that thgedtary of Chinese business activity is
fundamentally more belligerent than other foreigapital. As Marks (2007; 3) argues:



“Perhaps the material distinction is not betweenn€$e capital and Western, but rather

between the merely rapacious and the more sopdtistit

When Qingdao reopened Mulungushi, other internationvestors were reluctant to commit
to a declining Zambian economy (Koyi, 2006). Cheaesvestment in Africa is part of
economic globalisation, but neither China, nor édrinor individual African states such as
Zambia, should be viewed as coherent single a¢kdohan and Power, 2008). In this study
Mulungushi will be used as a lens through whichvimv a brief moment in the evolving
global political economy, highlighting how this paudlar ‘new’ Chinese involvement
affected the lives of the Africans who worked fbein. Increasingly, it is through such lived
experiences of the African and Chinese populacé @faina-Africa relations will be

determined, rather than by the policies of Afrieenad Chinese statesmen (Alden, 2007).

When researching Chinese involvements in Africgs itmperative not to degenerate into
racial stereotyping. Crudely demarking physicalltuwral and socio-economic differences,
and projecting and generalising these charactesjstonfuses and rationalises the evil of
prejudice and cruelty (Williams, 1976). Chinese aggment with Africa is a relatively new
area of scholarly inquiry that lacks reliable sasof information. African populations have
diverse perceptions of Chinese businesses, but p@mylar media and NGO reports provide
what Obiorah refers to as crude ‘China-bashing’02039). The negative portrayal of
Chinese people in Africa in much western media rofegpears unsophisticated and
homogenising (Mohan and Power, 2008). Breslin aagot (2008) even argue that Western
critiques of Chinese corporations, over issues silschuman rights, conceal anger over the
comparative economic advantage Chinese firms @ftgoy over their Western counterparts.
Authors, of course, must be free to analyse artctalty discuss individual Chinese actors,
and be attentive to the broader trends they magy jpart of, but critiques should remain free

from racial stereotyping.

When Mulungushi reopened in 1997, African textiidustries were exporting to markets in
Europe and America, as trade agreement (such asU®SWw’'s African Growth and

Opportunity Act) gave them preferential access eathern markets (Melber, 2007). This
encouraged Chinese textile firms to establish digers in Africa (Obiorah, 2007) and may

have been an incentive for Qingdao’s investmentirungusht. In 2005 key textile and

! Koyi (2006) also noted that Qingdao’s investmdhiveed ‘quota hopping’ to gain preferential accésshe
SADC market.



clothing agreements began to expire, exposing a&friproduction to competition from
cheaper imported - particularly Chinese - clothimdgoth home and overseas markets. This

had disastrous effects for textile production asrdBica (Naidu and Davies, 2006).

When China’s President Hu Jintao visited Zambiaeanly 2007, soon after Mulungushi

closed, Kaplinsky (2008; 12) notes that the closues an: ‘...embarrassing incident’ for
Jintao, which ‘...was a direct result of compegtiimports from China’. The changing,
Chinese dominated, global textile industry was ingd in determining how ZCMT
operated as a business. Although this study doésspecifically analyse the economic
reasons for the closure of Mulungushi, it doessthiate that labour disputes, and the failure of
the Zambian state to support the expectations efahour force, were believed by the ex-

workers to have led to the factory closing.

This study, like Hart's (2002) research of Taiwanasd Chinese textile factories in South
Africa, predominantly focuses on the workers’ exgaces. As Gibbs (2005), (in a study of
Taiwanese managed garment factories in Lesotho)amgised, working conditions in the
textile industries are a key issue in the debates surround globalisation. International
media sources (see Reuters, 2006; Goering, 20@)rdte a history of labour disputes
between the Chinese management and Zambian emplayesr wages and working
conditions at Mulungushi. Hart argues that, throagbh struggles, meaning is also produced
- in South Africa material struggles led to undanstings of racial and ethnic differences. In
Lesotho, Gibbs demonstrates how garment workensingnhave mobilised labour to strike
over wages and working conditions. In Southern guini states, proletariat anger has been
directed towards both foreign capitalists, and llgualiticians who have identified with

foreign capital and allegedly abandoned the workilags (Hart, 2002).

Factory Labour Relations

This study investigates the relationship betweemé&d® managers and Zambian workers in a
factory environment. Marx (1887) argued that cdgitendeavour to maximise the potential
from the commodities they possess, such as theaulgimwer they have bought, and the
machinery in their factories. This, in part, wik lachieved by the suppression of wages. It is
against this oppressive relationship that Marxdweld the worker will ultimately rebel. In her
South African study, Hart (2002) identified thaété are multiple trajectories for capitalism.
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Hart too believed the suppression of wages leadgotliers struggling against management,
but she also believes such struggles can be irfeeehy dimensions of difference, including

race and gender, in a discussion that is lesglgteéconomistic than ‘crude’ Marxist analysis

(Park et al. 2003).

Braverman (1974) followed Marx, arguing that undapitalism a reduction in labour costs
has been accompanied by a de-skilling of workeesdihg to an increase in their
dissatisfaction. Technology determines the prosesgework, and the social conditions
within the workplace, and there is a tendency to:itréat the workers themselves as
machines.” (Braverman, 1974; 173). Contrasting itAverman, are more social theories,
which argue that workplace relationships are prilpar function of social and/or cultural
aspects (Gallie, 1978). Factory forms split sogi@ups into managers and the managed. In
East Asian textile factories in South Africa, teit was not merely based on the dimension
of organisational structure, but also on race (H2002). At Mulungushi the Chinese served
as a specialised management stratum. This culpatéérn influences the social organisation

of work.

Chinese management casualised the Mulungushi wekiand changed the organisation of
the working day, introducing shift patterns to ee&se the total amount of time machinery
operates, and imposing increased discipline angeglance. Such changes can be impeded
by the barriers of human social relations, and wienmum working conditions are not met,
Harvey (1982) argues, serious consequences foltart (2002; 166) commented that in
South Africa, Taiwanese textile factories adopted‘panopticon’ form to facilitate
surveillance, but this created an air of resentnratiher than discipline amongst employees,
as they felt they were treated ‘just like animalWorkers are not passive beings and have
conscious means to confront those who impose reguotupon them. Foucault (1977)
discussed how everyday actions, such as abandavonig early, represent small nodes of
resistance for the worker. If the workers’ disconites great enough, then strikes and walk-
outs are more overt, violent and severe forms dtstrial action. These depend on the
unified will of labour and represent workers’ ulate expression of their discontent (Grint,
1998).



Industry and Modernity in Kabwe

Labour relations have previously been analysed fxarxist perspectives in a foreign textile
manufacturer in Kabwe. In 1971, Kapferer publishedetailed study of labour relations at
Narayan Bros. a small Indian managed textile factory. This Imdfactory has long since
closed, but there were parallels between the expees of employees of Narayan Bros. and
Mulungushi. One of the broad themes that ran thmokgpferer's study was the inter-
relationship between social behaviour on the factioor and broader external processes that
influenced the internal factory system. As Long 74P later discussed, in reference to
Zambia, social actors are not mere pawns in thectstral inter-play of the forces of
capitalism. The workers at Narayan Bros. found raetnconfront exploitation, through
small everyday actions, and organised strikes. @ovent labour policy and trade union
activity all impinged: “...on management and workexgatiations over wage and work
improvements.” (Kapferer, 1971; 25). In the Zambpmst-independence era there was also
the wider social context of the imaging of the oatas a state moving forward, following a
‘myth’ of modernity (Ferguson, 1999). Industrial skers anticipated a linear path towards a
modern life. Kapferer's study showed that workingthe factory gave people prestige and
they attributed meaning to their position. In thperiod, and when construction of
Mulungushi began (1977), there was optimism thahZia was moving towards a model of
industrial society (Ferguson, 1999). Zambia has siote followed this pathway, and the
subsequent national economic crisis has been a@uetpby a parallel crisis of meaning.
Communities have become fractured by the economdt political order of post-colonial
Zambia (Crehan, 1997) and the myth of modernizatiaa broken down and left people
unable to imbue their life experiences with sigiafice and dignity (Ferguson, 1999). In
Kabwe the decline in industrial and mining actedtiin the 1980s and 1990s brought
problems of unemployment and social dislocationictvthave since been compounded by
the closure of ZCMT (Mumvuma, 2007).

Qingdao’s investment in Mulungushi was welcomedjfiered a fresh, localised opportunity
for social transformation and modernity. Thomas Muw, secretary of the Kabwe Chamber
of Commerce (KCC), is quoted by Goering (2006) agrgy: “We are very impressed with
the Chinese investment. We need it. We have n@moptithis town is to survive”. Yet this
early optimism, contrast with the fear of Chineg®4golonialism that was a central tenet of

opposition leader, Michael Sata’s, unsuccessfulupsip campaign in the 2006 national
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election. There has been little research in Zamibia,popular attitudes towards the effects of
‘new’ Chinese engagements (Larmer and Fraser, 200¥3 study explores the effect on
former ZCMT employees, and examines the sociaktins between Chinese managers and
Zambian workers. Hart argues that such divisioms‘aroduced’ (2002; 30). She found in
South Africa that social cleavages between Eastssand Africans were grounded in their
material conditions. As Hall (1980: 341) earliesalissed race became: “...the modality in

which class is ‘lived’, the medium through whiclass relations are experienced”.

Field Research

The production of meanings of racial difference avenvestigated, along with labour
relations and the experiences of ex-workers, throwgenty-one interviews with Zambian
former Mulungushi employees, in Kabwe between 1/28%nd 24/05/08. A local research
assistant was employed to facilitate the interviamd assist with translations. A snowball
sampling technigue was used, as Ferguson’s (19@BPatts’ (2005) studies have illustrated
that retrenched Zambian urban workers often ‘rétrslam large settlements, therefore
locating ex-employees was anticipated to be proateminitial informants identified other
people with the same target characteristic; bemgxemployee of Mulungushi. In order to
avoid getting caught in one specific social netwddur different initial informants were
used to start the snowball sampling. Two of thesamball samples were initiated in the
Mulungushi Residential Area and Lukanga, blocksymfdern housing built alongside the
factory. These mainly housed long-serving Mulungubs-employees. Two snowball
samples were carried out in the Kamshang Compoamdirea of informal settlement that

housed many casual workers.

The sampling methodology was successful in locatesgarch participants with different
occupational experiences of the factory. Most Exkeos had actually remained in Kabwe,
and were waiting for compensation payments or dppdres for re-employment at
Mulungushi, or had alternative livelihoods. Theraswa gender bias in the sample. The
factory had a roughly equal mix of female and neigployees. Despite having two female
and two male initial informants for the snowbalhgding, the field research comprised of
sixteen male and five female interviews. This mayenbeen because research participants

chose to refer the male researcher (and accompgamaie research assistant) to other males,



in a society where women have lower status in ¢coptgary urban contexts (Taylor, 2006b).
There was an intentional weighting of the sampleatals long-serving ‘permanent’ staff as

these ex-workers had experience of the changeatedtby the Chinese management.

This study investigates the Chinese engagement frmmAfrican perspective, it explores
Zambians’ experiences and this is an acknowledgesdlitipnality. An obvious, yet
irreconcilable limit to the study is that with tfectory being closed, primary observation of
labour relations was impossible. There is then whaldens (1987; 19-20) has termed a
‘double hermeneutic’ that represents the gap betviged experience and communication.
The results and analysis presented in this studyaar interpretation of the ex-workers
interpretation of (their) reality. It is acknowleeftythat the interviewer and interviewees (and
to a lesser extent, the research assistant) jantigted this knowledge. Through the dynamic
of forming and asking questions, the researchendsthe interviews, in this instance to

provide an understanding of Zambian workers’ lieggerience.

When the research was designed it was envisagedtiteee would be interviews with
Chinese managers, to provide further perspectiMdesvever, the Chinese people who had
been associated with the Mulungushi factory hatl te¢ area. The absence of Chinese
participation means a particular perspective ispnesented and discussed. This is regrettable,
but unavoidable. To discuss the broader socio-enantandscape two additional interviews
were carried out. A supervisor at the Mulungushtt@o ginnery [name withheld] gave his
perspective on Qingdao’s continuing economic ingotent in Kabwe, and Thomas
Muwowo, Secretary of the KCC, discussed the loa@nemy and the involvement of

Chinese business in Kabwe.

Work Experiencesat Mulungushi

The Chinese management transformed the social isegeom within the Mulungushi factory,

implementing new work patterns and casualising;igising and increasing the size of the
workforce. This fundamentally changed how long-sepviabour experienced the factory,
and introduced a new cohort of industrial workera factory environment that was found to
be oppressive and exploitative. For the ex-workaterviewed the relationship between
employee and manager were experienced through soeal cleavage of race. The actions

of Zambian supervisors and the perceived failingthe Zambian state also contributed to
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their discontent. When Chinese investment firsivad in Kabwe there was optimism
amongst both the long-serving and new employeesy Were: ‘excited’, ‘grateful’, ‘felt

good’ and ‘very happy’. People were desperate #anfgl modern formal employment and
were promised good salaries and working conditidosthese individuals it looked as if they
would be following a pathway to modernity. But, doyment at ZCMT did not meet their
expectations: “The way we are seeing there’d betard, but what happened is a hell.”

(Weaving Machine Operator)

The workforce had totalled approximately 600 undambian management (pre-1997). The
Chinese expanded to 1200-1800 employees, and dividem in to two occupational
categories ‘permanents’ and ‘casuals’. There wasge difference between the monthly pay
of casual (60-120,000Kwa (16-33 US$)) and permari@80-350,000Kwa (50-97 US$))
workerg. Most permanent employees also had substantiamdubusing provided. When
the factory reopened, in 1997, there were 600-7&@kians employed on permanent terms,
these were mainly ‘long-serving’ Mulungushi Texilemployees re-employed by ZCMT,
and there was also approximately 1000 workers eyaplon a new casual bakisThe
workforce would become increasing casualised a€theese managers gradually retrenched

permanent employees. There were only around 300gremt workers left in 2006.

The casual/permanent divide was an influentialwvdga in how labour experienced work.
The superior pay, modern housing and employmentitons of permanent employees
meant their experiences of work were generallyebdtian their casual counterparts; even
though, in some instances, they performed the saonk activities. Kapferer's (1971) study
had also earlier documented different categorias,itbcan be argued that there are no true
‘different’ types of proletariat worker. Braverman(1974) analysis of work suggests that
divisions such as casual/permanent are disingenamas are socially constructed by
capitalists. The two ‘different’ types of workerlgrtame to exist when the division of labour
by the Chinese management created them. Suchimctit will only survive as long as it is
advantageous to capital. For example one ex-woikerviewed had been permanently
employed as a skilled Engraver at Mulungushi, bo¢rva new work process was introduced,

2All approximate US Dollar values calculated usifi)@ exchange rates.

% A report by the Government of Zambian (2006a) shévat in 2004 there were 1,819 employees of ZCMT
(168 management, 650 permanent, 1001 casual atichcn
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he was transferred to an unskilled job on casuahge He chose to leave work as his

expectation of continuing in modern employment piszared.

Casual workers found their wages alone were naigméo sustain their livelihoods:

“...the salaries, that was too low for us to sustaiir working...Ilt was like slavery. It was just

survival of the fittest...in Zambia there is unemptwmnt. If you left this job you would not get

work elsewhere that's why you would keep doing thisk.” (Casual Machine Operator)
Marx saw tendencies at work within capitalism thetuld drive wages down to, and even
below, a physiological minimum. Employees at ZCMDul seek alternative means to
supplement their wages, such as undertaking ‘premdk’ or running small market stalls.
Harvey (1982) discusses how the labour power ofathele family becomes substituted for
that of the individual labourer, as capitalistsipestowards extractirgpsolute surplus value
from labour. Mulungushi salaries were a reliablet gd household’s livelihood survival
strategies, and not the sole means of support.céisaal conditions of employment also
neglected the social wage. Casual workers would tosney for days taken off for illness
and could be fired without notice, for not repogtifor work or for getting pregnant.
Employees spent up to ten years working on casualst They recognised their status was
illegal, as was stated in a report on ZCMT by TlaenBian Ministry of Defence following
the closure: “The Law allows somebody to be empdoga casual basis for a period not
exceeding six months” (2007; 1). All the permanertemployees interviewed were also
very unhappy about the wage levels: “No it [paykswary little compared to the work | was
doing.” (Permanent Office Secretary). Permanentaasdial workers also complained about
wages being delayed and overtime going unpaid. & ag suppressing wages, surveillance
and target setting were used to increase profiBGMIT. Foucault (1977) discusses how
disciplining the workplace enforces respect forutajons and increases speed and output,
generating greater profit. Social environmentsdatermined by managers and exert a moral
influence over behaviour. Mulungushi workers exdsite a strictly disciplined environment.
They had to get permission to visit the toilet, a@sknted being treated like ‘school children’

or ‘slaves’.

The majority of casual workers were machine opesaperforming low skilled and highly
repetitive jobs, operating the factory’s weavingl @pinning machinery. This was the major
occupational category and mainstay of the manuficfyprocesses. Workers disliked these
activities; ‘It was boring’, ‘The work was very Ithrand ‘It was difficult to cope with the

machines’. They used to work ‘under pressure’ aftdno‘the [targets] margins were too
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wide’. Their movements and actions were severedgrimded. Machinery and supervision
dictated the physical activities of the workerstles. They were not allowed to ‘talk’, ‘stand
up’, or ‘malinger’. The work in these sections wesder and more oppressive under Chinese
management than it had been under Zambian coiitnel.casual machine operators did not
find that work met their expectations of formal dayment. It did not imbue their lives with
dignity: “I would even hide it [the job at Mulungu$ from my friends” (Casual Weaving

Machine Operator).

The work activities of machine operators, and thead experiences, were at the heart of the
collective Mulungushi labour body. Marx (1882) dissed how the mechanical automation
of factories becomes the dominant subject actinghenreflexive object of each worker’s
mind and body. The control of labour becomes ib&ttiin the mechanics of the productive
process itself, as workers become appendages tdimeac Braverman followed Marx
believing there is a tendency to: ‘treat the woskifremselves as machines’ (1974; 173). At
Mulungushi, Zambian ‘Machine Operatoréiad their work experience ‘Operated’ by
machines:

“The workers were very obedient and hard workeysu.really sweat...When you work for the

Chinese you become like a machine. You can't talesta Only when the machine has [a] fault can

you take a break.” (Production Supervisor)

Marx’s and Braverman’s analysis suggests that w@olgy expresses social relationships.
Braverman (1974; 229) states that machines argietved as an independent participant in
human social arrangement”, but Braverman’s naraione is insufficient to account for the
Chinese transformation of the labour regime. At uhgjushi the technology implemented to
transform the labour regime in the weaving and rdpop machine sections, had already
existed. Qingdao did not bring new manufacturinghteques to these sections, technology
cannot therefore be the major independent partitipa determining the new social
arrangement for machine operators. Gallie’'s (19@Bgrnate theorising for explaining
workplace labour regimes, gives an illustrative regke of how different social regimes
introduced by variable cultural structures (witkbheology being constant) have determined
different arrangements of labour relations. The eedgmces of the machine operators
contrasted with the experiences of the, mainly p@®nt, employees who had more skilled
jobs. This included engravers, fitters (who rephia®d maintained machinery), supervisors,

and office workers. These individuals, rather tbamg repetitively engaged with machinery,
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had stimulating work activities. Neglecting theoneplaints over wage levels and working
conditions; many of these individuals enjoyed tlagitualwork activity and found their work
‘very interesting’. A Metal Fabricator was: “hapmgth the job, very, very happy”. In terms
of work activity, employment at ZCMT met their expa&tions of modern formal
employment. But although as the experience of tmgr&er mentioned previously,
illustrated, these positive experiences could betiihg, and only persisted as long as their
labour provided the most profitable surplus foritap The distinct cleavage between the
mundane experiences of machine operators and the positive work experiences of other
occupational categories, illustrates that the teldgy used by workers did exert some
influence over the labour conditions they expergehcthis does not comfortably fit with
Gallie’s (1978) theory. Grint's point then that:.the use and consequences of...technology
emerge unpredictably from complex social interaxtio(1998; 277) resonates with the

experiences at Mulungushi.

A new shift system was also introduced for macliperators. The Chinese ran the factory
twenty-four hours a day, with three consecutivénelgpur shifts. At the end of each six-day
working week machine operating employees would sstafts. The workers employed away
from operating production machinery tended to hawaeore amenable working day, usually
08:00-16:00 (although sometimes they were requineglerform overtime, as were machine
operators). The three-shift system was very un@spahd the Chinese management’s desire
to have their machines running twenty-four hourslay came to dictate the rhythm of
workers lives. Machines lose value whenever theyrat in contact with living labour, and
the shift system increased the rate at which mashiransmitted value to their products. The
workers were not exploited by extending the workilay, as discussed by Marx (1882) and
Harvey (1982). Instead it was more advantageobsive multiple shift workers. The relative
portion of each shift in which the labourer reprogd the cost of their labour-power must
have been low and allowed for what Braverman tgf34; 56): ‘...the greatest useful effect
of labour’. With the new shift patterns the numbéhours worked was not ‘extended’ at an
individual level, but through low casual wage levethere was great exploitation acting
collectively upon the ‘community’ of Zambian workerExploitation did not end when
workers left their machines. Shift workers hadravél back-and-forth to the factory at night
and reportedly got injured in traffic accidents aattacked by thieves’. The dangerous
commute was a serious issue for ex-workers, andldheze regarded as part of the work

experience. It may not lie within the phenomenaweiaving textiles, but it was a lived
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experience and part of the context that suppoesvibrk activity, and work cannot be divided

from the social context which supports it (Grir@98).

The Chinese management also exploited workersdatiog an unsafe working environment.
Interviewees complained about having to work withadequate safety equipment and
training. There were industrial accidents that edumjuries and disabilities. In the worst
instances work ruined future livelihoods. A casachine operator who lost his lower right
forearm in a machinery accident was interviewed:

“I was involved in an industrial accident [afteretlaccident] the Chinese, visited the hospital and

made some promises to ensure my wellbeing...Unfatély after | was discharged it was a different

story...I went back to the hospital for a revievd dound that my file disappeared...The management

at the company contrived with the hospital to dBstr hide the file...Without this information & i

very difficult for the doctors to make recommendas or certify [a claim]. It will be difficult fome

to be compensated in the future...maybe the companged to run away from its responsibility...”
After the accident the worker was re-employed ie ttuman resource department and
continued to receive casual wages and have hiscadddeatment paid, but he never received
any additional compensation payments. When ZCMBedo his salary and medical fees
were terminated. He is now unable to find employtneneven ‘piece-work’ elsewhere: “|
have become a beggar...it’s like I'm doomed. Myreitlife has been completely cut off or
shattered.” This illustrates one of the most ex&ranstances of exploitation at Mulungushi.
Here illegal actions were undertaken to ensureitprebuld not be depleted to provide

compensation for a horrific injury.

To expand production and suppress costs, Chinesagement used technological and social
systems to produce a new social work experience. falstory’s weaving and spinning
machines did not determine the stricter patterrialmdur control, the new shift system, or the
poorer safety standards, but this existing techgyttid provide aroption for greater control
and discipline of machine operators in order taease profitability. This realised the ‘fixed
capital’ embodied in the machinery. The casual d¢ms of employment and three-shift
system had not been implemented by the previousbiZammanagement. The parastatal
regime represented a frame of reference (eveney thad not worked under Zambian
Management) for workers’ struggles to make sendibeif experiences. When Mulungushi
was built, as an icon of modernity, the factory rhaye had a strategic effect, symbolising a
new vision for Zambia. From 1982 to 1996 the ‘maoddivelihoods at Mulungushi - with

their secure employment, reasonable salary legelspany housing and medical care - had
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been as much a part of the factory’s industriati$mape as the clatter of weaving machines
and the reams of colourful African fabrics that vgaroduced. It can be argued that the
cultural stimulus for organisational change was ti@n locally present, and inertia in
decision making did not allow radical reforms. Thambian parastatal management may
have been unable to envisage an expanded and isaduabrkforce, or for the machines to
run twenty-four hours a day. Long-serving workegdidved there was a dereliction of a
cultural, or moral restraint on the part of the Zgan State. This had, prior to the arrival of
Chinese investors, dictated a less aggressive @roapitalism that did not allow them to
take up theoption for greater capital accumulation offered by thetday’'s existing
technology. The new working culture was broughtawew cultural group that did not
subscribe to the same vision of ‘modern’ industsatiety; instead they saw an opportunity
for capital accumulation offered by the specificdtonal advantages of this site, in an

archetypal example of economic globalisation.

Ex-workers identified how the Qingdao Corporatioirsestment failed to deliver local
economic growth and had not brought them mategakbts. As a result of the wage levels
and working conditions, in the workplace and widgeciety, Chinese people became coded as
‘bad’ and ‘racist’ by the workers as they attemptednake sense of their relationships with
them. Interviewee’s complained that the Chinese ZCihff were: ‘not proper investors’,
and that ‘they should go back to their own lafddie work environment was dominated by
the social cleavage of race. The workers expergeihang employed in the factory not as
modern dignified wage earnelat as an oppressed and racialised social body,viha

thought to be uneducated, and was subjected t@esgipe workplace practices.

The Chinese social engagement with Mulungushi weasstent, and their interactions with

Zambian employees were limited. Chinese supervistaff changed every 3-6 months, and
were even sent back to China if they mixed sociallth Zambians. When the Chinese
supervisors inspected work Zambians would be tody twere ‘too slow’ and would ‘have to

pretend to work harder’. Businesses do not thriwethee minutiae of such control though,
because control has an economic cost. Managemeiadiedaf control systems are facilitative
or inhibitory to the accumulation of profits (Grint998). Chinese staff supervised overall
production, and dictated a strict regime, but ntddhe immediate supervision was done by
Zambians, who received far lower wages than Chistdé (Government of Zambia, 2006a).
Some factory workers blamed these Zambian supesvisor their immediate harsh

treatment: “The Chinese were OK; the problem wah wur Zambian managers.” (General
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Worker/Fitter). However, others recognised that: “Our fellow supms were put under

pressure by their Chinese bosses, so that preslsaraffects us.” (Machine Operator).

A Zambian Production Supervisor talked about tlifgcdities he had disciplining labour:

“...it was a headache supervising people, and \itH@noduction] goes down you are in trouble. Yes
it was very hard...You have to make sure peoplermr&ing and meet the target they [the Chinese]
want. Yes, there was a lot of pressure. Normailas supposed to enjoy the responsibility of being
in charge of people. But people get very little mpat the end of the month so how are you meant to
get people to work hard? And | also get little marlevas very demoralised.”
This former production supervisor struggled to mad@nse of his experiences. His
supposedly privileged permanent job supervising mmec operators should, he felt, have
brought pride and respect, but it became a soaralen.

The closely supervised machine operators struggleshbue their lives with dignity. Urban
work in the developing worlds frequently not a lived process which gives megnb life,
but an activity that makes life possible, a meansglean something from a hostile
environment (Grint, 1998). Marx believed that thde® on the occupational status scale
derive little conscious meaning from their work beg the pay and security it offers. At
Mulungushi the economic benefit was so limited} thase workers who felt that their work
activity had lost its relationship to meaning, awtio could afford to, voluntarily left
employment. A casual Machine Operator, recognikad ih retrospectiworking there was

worse than not having a job, ‘cause of low pay.”

There were though employees, who worked away flemmundane machine operating, who
gleaned greater meaning from their employment. &ieur (1979; 42), believed that work
activity is identified with social function and naterely by material gains, work can also
provide: ‘fictitious satisfaction’. This createslagree of self-respect, and pride in one’s job.
For some employees the Mulungushi factory creatictiaously satisfying modern working
environment. Fictitious because the workplace waghly disciplined in a manner that
engendered resentment; the worker was always anmghy his/her remuneration and low
status. The inferiority of their experience wamfeiced through a racial cleavage in the
factory’s organisational structure. Beyond the dagtgates workers attributed meaning to
their work and positioned themselves within thealler community as successful formally
employed individuals. As a permanent Security Guaaimented: “I was just very ok, |
was enjoying it...I was proud” but this satisfantizvas shallow and the experience was

undermined because: “My salary was too low to suppy family.”
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The tense Chinese/Zambian racial division at Mulishg superficially appears to be an
entrenched difference, but this racial schism was inevitable, it had to be socially
produced. It was a function of the social and eauinorelations that demarked the work
experience. Hart (2002) has illustrated how radialensions of difference were constructed
through the actions of East Asian managers anditbd experiences of workers in South
Africa. In 1997 the future Zambian workers welcontld arrival of Chinese investors at
Mulungushi, but only later constructed a negatiwage, when they as proletariats had sold
their labour power, and experienced an exploitat@lationship. The interviews showed how
race had become a mode through which class was dind exploitation was experienced. As

cotton was spun and fabrics were woven, social mgamas produced through Mulungushi.

In Hart's study gender was also an important dinmensf difference. To divide labour by
gender is to imply that individuals interpret theiork life through this lens, but fieldwork
illustrated that gender was not an important soclehvage at Mulungushi. There were
gender differences in some occupational categdoigsboth females and males worked the
main occupational category of machine operatorhBmnders had comparable complaints
over working conditions and pay, and participated similar manner in the struggles against
their exploitation. Independent of gender, the €b&n management wanted a docile
workforce. The repetitive and mundane machine apeyalid not require highly skilled or
educated employees. The evolution of modern inguwsskilled and cheapened labour, and
through centralising technical knowledge wreststimbrirom the workforce to management
(Grint, 1998). This was demonstrated as occurringsome instances at Mulungushi.
However, many long-serving employees said they waghly knowledgeable of the
mechanics of the factory’s operations, and regatdedChinese as lacking technical skills.
The main production processes were not then indkgregnof the knowledge of Zambian
workers. The Chinese management altered the omgamal structure for the production
process, whilst using the same weaving and spinmachinery. There was pragmatism and
not teleology at work. Chinese ambitions extend&zhg the axis of increasing profit
accumulation, and not the dependent variable diliag the labour body.
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L abour Disputesat Mulngushi

The research explored if workers struggled agamgloitation. Ex-workers were asked if
they challenged their low wage levels and poor waylconditions through small-scale nodes
of resistance, as Kapferer (1971) had earlier itledt A typical employee’s response was
that: ‘Unfortunately there was nowhere to run tddie labour regime at Mulungushi did not
afford opportunities for individual conscious acisp but workers did collectively organise to
struggle against the Chinese management. Permangrlbyees were formally represented
by the official Zambia China Mulungushi Textiles Union. This trade union tried,
unsuccessfully, to negotiate for improvements in @ad conditions. As casual workers were
not involved they would also attempt to organisd ameet with Chinese managers. These
negotiations did not improve labour conditions eithEx-workers complained that labour
leaders were intimidated in negotiations, they éacgower, and the worker organisations did
not effectively unite the labour force. Workers Wwbuake part in strikes ‘every year
involving both permanent and casual employeesjthuas the collective will of individual
workers which united them rather than dynamic oisgion:

“There were times when we formed strikes and eveywas together for the idea. If you went inside

[the factory gates] the Zambian workers would stpoe. We stuck together with the mob.” (Casual

Machine Operator)
These strikes were important demonstrations of amsfldiscontent, but up until 2006, these
sporadic labour disputes had little material efféThere was a strike; we really fought hard
to rectify the problems. Nothing happened in thecpsses.” (Casual General Worker/Fitter).
Labour would return to work, as the working bodyswanable to forcibly challenge the
management regime, and the livelihood needs owttrkers would compel them to resume
their employment. Labour was never highly organigedormal structures to the extent
which is documented by Gibbs (2005) in Lesotho,Hart (2002) in South Africa. At
Mulungushi it was only through an independent exdkty, when the state introduced a
national minimum wage, that the legal and moraiawithin which the factory operated,
was sufficiently altered that the workers were able&oice their discontent. Just as Kapferer

had noted in 1971, external factors were influegi¢ire internal labour regime.

The social context at Mulungushi changed in Jun@62@hen the MMD Government

implemented a new labour law that required all eygis to pay a minimum monthly wage
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of 268,000Kwa (74 US$) (Government of Zambia, 2Q0BEMT did not operate within this
new legal framework, and wages of less than 26&@@0were paid to casual employees in
July 2006. Ex-workers discussed how the Governmeg reportedly unwilling to force
ZCMT to pay 268,000Kwa. However, the recognitiontbéir new legal right gave the
workers new incentive to strike aggressively agaankbour regime now formally coded as
exploitative. A strike on a much greater scale thavious disputes was organised. This was
more violent and combustible than any previous Uabanrest. The workers blocked the
Great North Road outside the factory, igniting petuelled barricades. There were pitched
fights with police: “We had made [a larger strikjwas beaten by the police. They came
with tear gas when we had organised that strikedis(al General Worker). The protests
extended beyond complaining about the Chinese neamegf, to directing anger towards the
perceived failings of the Zambian State and MMDitmhns. To appease the strikers the
Chinese management made payments of 268,000Kweeapdned the factory, but attempts
to suppress wages continued. Unjustified deductivese made from their new salafles
Workers felt they were being cheated, labour ptete®re reignited, and the factory became
increasingly crisis ridden. Mulungushi ceased pobidn in December 2006 and workers
were retrenched between November 2006 and Feb208&r¥.

The Closure of Mulungushi and the Role of the State

The low wage levels paid to casual employees hteaf one specific locational advantage,
when this deteriorated and the minimum wage ‘aiéifly’ removed the labour surplus (the
pressure of a reserve army acting to suppress leagks) Mulungushi’s status as an island of
relative locational advantage diminished. The Cégn2CMT managing director, Che Ming,
is reported by théfrica Business website (2007) as saying that ZCMT had problenmsnga
the minimum wage of Kwa 268,000, and that this tiedhe closure in January 2007. The
published sources reviewed (such as Kaplinsky, R00#ne the difficult macroeconomic
climate, which made ZCMT uncompetitive, for forcitigg factory to close. However, the ex-

workers believed the factory had been operatinghligprofitably under Chinese

* A casual employees’ wage slip showed deductiond6af923Kwa from a 268,000Kwa salary, made for

‘ Absentism’ despite not missing any shifts.
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management: ‘they made a lot of profit’ and thawas: ‘The strike [that] led to it shutting

down’. The closure of Mulungushi was likely dueat@ombination of factors; market forces,
financial difficulties, the new higher levels of g&s, and the violent discontent of workers.
The exact explanation remains unknown, but it ihages telling that when the Secretary of
the KCC was asked, he responded that: “We don'h é&v®w what went wrong, even as a
Chamber we do not have an insight as to what caihgedosure.” The Secretary of the KCC
and the Mulungushi Cotton Supervisor, and severtarviewees, thought Mulungushi may
be reopened by Qingdao in the future. The Secraeththe KCC said: “The impact [of

closure] is very onerous...The effect has been bag’. His opinions affirm the view of

Mumvuma (2007) that the closure of Mulungushi hastgbuted to the broader decline of

Kabwe.

Many ex-employees have since struggled to find &rmemployment, or sustain their
livelihoods. A Security Guard who is now collectingpod from the bush and burning
charcoal, finds that he is unable to adequatelyigeo for his children, and an Office
Messenger said: “I'm not doing nothing, just roaghabout now”. Some of the ex-workers
who have managed to secure an alternative meassbsistence have found that life is
better. A former casual worker now working at a keasstall said: “For my family as of now
I’'m better than | was before.” Whereas for othérs inot that a change in employment has
brought a greater wage, but rather that a new &otikity is more stimulating: “It's just ok.
Life is better | don’t make more money, but I'm raanterested in the work here, and | eat
every day” — said a former Metal Fabricator nowniag his own metal workshop. Not
working at Mulungushi has even left ex-workers ifeggl a sense of liberation from
exploitation “It is very different. I'm free now.was suffering too much.” (Casual Weaving

Machine Operator).

When ex-workers were asked how they felt the efqioe work experiences had developed,
many of them believed the State was ultimatelyaasible. As a partner in the ownership of
Mulungushi, the Government was seen as culpabléhéoworkers’ discontent: “Since it's a
joint venture between Chinese Government and ZamBiavernment, when anything was
decided it was said that the Zambian Governmergemljrmeaning they treated us unfair.”
(Office Secretary). The state was seen as beingpted by capital: “Instead of winning the
confidence of the employees, the Chinese action towasin the politicians confidence.”
(Zambian-era Manager). This ‘confidence’ was anbérafor the Chinese exploitation of

labour; the employees felt the MMD government waudd intervene on their behalf:
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“Anyhow our government also were not fair we woattmplain...but they could not respond...With

the Chinese, | cannot blame too much, but our gowent also, maybe if the Chinese came now they

would bring good conditions(Metal Fabricator)
The actions of these Chinese investors were sedhnidivetal Fabricator to be a function of
Government policy. This demonstrates how a negaisw of the Chinese management was
socially produced, and was not inevitable. Ex-waskelt let down by the State. There was
optimism when the government embraced Qingdao’sstment in the site; hope that the
Chinese would resurrect and develop a landscapehtithdecayed in the face of financial
difficulties. The workers believed they would folloa pathway to modernity. Instead of

providing workers with modern meaningful jobs, tivegre exploited and left discontented.

Workers were also disillusioned by the agreemems State had made with the Chinese
actors. Qingdao was allowed to export ginned cottoiChina and in exchange imported
spare parts for the textile factory on a duty trasis. However, other goods such as bicycles,
television sets and clothing were covertly importenn China and sold in Chinese owned
shops that used the Mulungushi name. The exparotbdn and import of goods angered ex-
employees. There was also a serious incident ¢patrtredly occurred in 2006. A truckload of
ginned cotton leaving Mulungushi Cotton, had laggentities of cash (in US dollars) and
ZCMT company documents concealed within it. A Zaambiemployee informed local
authorities and police stopped the vehicle, discy¢he smuggled cargo and impounded the
truck. Chinese managers reported this to their sshawho petitioned the Zambian
Government, which subsequently ordered the lochtgdo release the vehicle, money and
documents. It is alleged by interviewees that ttiexision was made by the MMD
Government in order to maintain their close relalup with the Chinese Government. The
new capital investment strategies and illegal ingpand exports carried out through ZCMT
and Mulungushi Cotton developed new structural radan surplus extraction. They were
used by the Chinese management to extract prafitsobZambia to the parent Qingdao

Company.

The context within which Mulungushi operated waBuenced by the Zambian State, and
specifically the MMD Party, both as a (largely silepartner in the ownership of ZCMT and
by dictating the legal framework within which ZCMdperated. In China, State Owned
Enterprises (SOE) operate in a regulator envirorrtieat requires them to support a greater
part of the ‘social wage’ (Hart, 2002) than wasdpai Mulungushi. Ex-workers believed the
Zambian state did not support such an environn@thiough, through the minimum wage
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the State played a role in challenging the strattimter-play of the forces of capitalism (as
Long had identified with rural actors in Zambiali@&77), the ‘power’ of the state was limited.
Similarly, Gibbs (2005) has shown how in Lesothmttlegal guarantees for textile workers’
labour conditions were not enforced, because thvergment also had a close relationship
with foreign investors. The Qingdao Corporation kah the confidence of actors within the
MMD and was able to influence a government that éhgployees’ felt was corrupt and

unable, or unwilling, to work in their interests.

Conclusion

The overriding feature of the work experiences amBia-China Mulungushi Textiles was
discontent; workers were disillusioned with theixperiences. There was unanimous
disappointment with the wage levels and factorydittons and anger over uncompensated
industrial accidents. Although some workers, maiaipployed away from the mundane
operating of machinery, had attributed meanincgh&rtwork activity and status as formally
employed industrial workers, these individuals|stédcognized their experiences were
shallow, as they lacked material reward. The beamittent expressed by all the ex-workers,
through labour disputes and the anger they diret¢tadards the MMD government,
demonstrated how they struggled both to influearel understand their work experiences.
To extend Ferguson’s (1999) arguments, in thishpafcZambia, a new pathway towards
modernity did not provide the expected way forwandlivelihoods. In 1997 the workers at
Mulungushi had thought they had an opportunityrfadernity, they welcomed the Chinese
investment. Workers’ anticipated that the new jalmaild improve their household income,
as well as bringing meaning and dignity to theied. Instead, inside the factory the Chinese
management took up social and technmgations to enhance profit accumulation, and the
workers entered an oppressive working environmiegit brought few material benefits, did
not imbue their lives with purpose and, at besgviged the employees with ‘fictiously

satisfying’ work experiences.

Mulungushi is/was a highly globalised site. Globation exists precisely because there is
great spatial difference within the global econowlifferences in both the geography, and the
divergent social planes, that dominate disparatddeapes. This specific Chinese investment

brought a new management culture to the Mulungtettory site which, through new
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capitalist practices, such as the typically nesbeasualised labour regime and the system
of shift work, transformed the social organisatairthe workplace. These changes initiated
by Qingdao, show how the direction of capitalistegprise can be altered. The social
cleavages that emerged at ZCMT (such as casuaklperm and Zambian/Chinese), and the
influence of the state on the context in which ZCMperated, demonstrate how the
organisation of Mulungushi was affected by a famemulture and national politics. The
Chinese managers were pragmatic in their sociahrosgtion of the factory, they used
machinery to influence labour regimes. The criteadlysis of the technological and socially
deterministic theories presented here demonstna@ssuch theoretical standpoints do not, in

isolation, explain how and why workers experientteelMulungushi factory as they did.

Ferguson (1999) followed Long (1977) in arguing havear teleologies can fail to explain
the political economy of Zambia. Economistic thesrneglect cultural influence over the
direction of capitalist enterprise. Park et al. Q2D have noted that radical revisions to
Marxist theory (and they include Hart (2002) insttiracket) have argued against what is
viewed as the homogenizing of ideas of economiortherhis study argues ‘crude’ Marxist
analyses do not provide an adequate analyticaldwaork for explaining the labour struggles
at Mulungushi. Structuralist arguments, such asvélas (1982) that if minimum working
conditions are not met serious consequences Wibwo prove too narrow to explain the
labour relations. There were struggles at Mulunguphior to 2006, but these did not
transform the work experience. As Hart (2002) tHated in South Africa, the labour
struggles were as much symbolic as material. Tsalyous labour disputes only arose when
the social context that surrounded work was altehredhe final months of the factory’'s
operation, the social context was influenced byngea to the wider political economy. As
Kapferer (1971) found with Narayan Bros., politicedvelopments affected how employees

perceived their work experiences.

This study has presented a specific Chinese engagesith a distinct Zambian community.
It illustrates how meanings of racial differenceravgoroduced. Chinese people became
negatively viewed by Mulungushi workers, thesetattes primarily resulted from their work
experiences. However, ex-workers also discussed tay had welcomed the Chinese
intervention, and some appreciated that with aeckfit economic, and especially political,
context a more positive relationship could haveetlgyed. Chinese and Zambians are
diverse, this study can not illuminate what formir@Zambia relations have taken, or will

take, in other contexts. It does though demonstnate Chinese investment can transform
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workplace experiences and introduce exploitativéhoas for profit accumulation that were

not developed by local cultural groups.

When Qingdao withdrew from ZCMT, following both lalr unrest and financial difficulties,
it did not completely disinvest from Kabwe. Thrilungushi Cotton subsidiary continues to
gin away, separating valuable cotton fibres from skicky oily chaff of seed pods. All the
ginned cotton is now exported back to China. Thiki&ble resource extraction was always
separated from the social mechanics of textile pcodn on the neighbouring factory floor,
where the seeds of discontent struggled to theaseyfnight and day. The production of
profits from the ginning of cotton is not accompahby the same production of meaning that
arose from the spinning and weaving of textilese immediate social impact of Chinese
investment on the local social landscape has dreatigt diminished, but the decade-long
experiences of discontent among the Zambian warkerge left many struggling to make

sense of their encounters with globalisation.
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