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Abstract

Based on archival documents from “TY Factory” in 1953-73 as well as interviews with
elderly workers, this paper presents a contradiction in Mao era industrial production; on the
one hand, people threw themselves into production with enthusiasm while, on the other hand,
fraud was widespread. Existing studies of the work unit have difficulty explaining this
phenomenon. This paper begins with the convergence and divergence in the aims of the
state and the producers within the industrial work units, arguing that even if the state and the
direct producers both recognized socialist ideology and the importance of production, the
former put more emphasis on “modernization” and “international competition” whereas the
latter put more emphasis on raising their own standard of living and other direct benefits.
When the state forcibly promoted an agenda of modernization to the point of harming the
work unit community and people’s interests, the people would resist state interference through
“pragmatic practices” intended to garner more resources from higher levels of the system.
However, in contrast to the situation in rural village communities, the author finds the ability
of the producers at TY Factory to employ “pragmatic practices” was due to the leading
position of heavy industrial production in the national economy. The TY Factory workers’
use of deception was not a form of proactive resistance but rather an adaptation — precisely
because of the benefits gained by employing these methods they were integrated into the state
system of production.
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