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Structure  

• Precarious working-life experiences of 
Chinese internet workers 

 

• Structural exploitation 

 

• Class location 



The Chinese internet industries 

 

•  According to a research report by the Boston Consulting 
Group, the internet industry economy made up 5.5 percent 
of China’s GDP in 2010. In 2012, the annual market value 
had reached 385.04 billion RMB (£38.5 billion), an increase 
of 54.1% from 2011.  

 

• The number of Chinese internet workers had increased to 
12.3 million by the end of 2009. 

 



The precarious working life 

•  In Campus, the standard working time is 10am-9pm… 
This [long working hours] is quite common in the 
industries nowadays, where 10 hours are the average 
working hours… I have a friend working in another 
internet company, where he usually finishes his work at 
11pm or 12am… As far as I know, workers in the 3G 
department now are still staying in a hotel to work day 
and night for a new program… (Louis, former technical 
worker in the Open Platform Department at Campus, 
28th August 2011, interview) 

 

• Karoshi: dying from exhaustion, 

 



The precarious working life  

• My salary is £13,000 per year before tax [£1,000 per 
month * 13 months] with the endless overtime, 
whilst my friend who works in a SOE, earns around 
£20,000 per year after tax [£800 per month * 16 
months, and bonus £200 per quarter * 4 quarters] 
without any overtime. (William, technical worker in 
the 3G Department at Campus, 19th December 
2011, interview) 



The precarious working life 

• Now everything’s getting expensive, I need to find 
another position with better pay, so that I can 
survive in this city… But autonomy in work is the 
more important reason for me to job-hop… (Walter, 
technical worker in the Advertisement Department 
at Campus, 25th August 2011, interview) 

 



The precarious working life  

•  I had a colleague, who had been at Campus for four 
years, but he still received the same salary as me, and I 
had just joined the company… It was one way the 
company forced us to leave… Finally, he left as most 
new employees were paid higher than him… If I were 
my colleague, I would also choose to resign, as salary is 
a way to evaluate a person’s talent and to show respect 
to that person… It doesn’t matter how much you are 
paid, but it matters how much more you are paid than 
others, especially people whom you think are less 
talented than you… (Galeno, technical worker in the 
Product Administration Department at Campus, 24th 
August 2011, interview) 
 



The precarious working life  

•  Around £8.9 million of pension money was 
embezzled in Guangzhou in 1993; £0.86 million 
pension money was embezzled in Taiyuan in 2003; 
and £32 million pension money was embezzled in 
Shanghai in 2006.  

 



The precarious working life  

•  ‘I’m not sure whether I could get back my pension 
after retirement, because it is possible that some 
officials have already embezzled it before I retire’ 
(Monica, HR worker at Grand, observation journal). 

 



Structural exploitation – the class 
location  

• Eric Olin Wright (2009): the middle class problem is 
not who is excluded from the position, but is the 
fact that ‘there are mechanisms of exclusion that 
sustain the privileges of those in the middle-class 
positions’ (p.109).  

• Wright, Eric Olin. 2009. Understanding Class. New Left Review 60: 
101–116. 

 



The Chinese class typology  

The bureaucratic capitalist 
class: cadres/government 

officials + capitalists  

The higher middle class: SOE 
workers, civil servants, etc.  

The lower middle class: private 
enterprise workers – the internet 

workers, etc.  

The working class: peasant, peasant 
workers, etc.   



The lower middle class: Chinese 
internet workers 



The force behind the precarious 
working life: structural exploitation 

• Due to the inferior position in the middle class, 
internet workers lack the power to allocate the 
resource they own, such as skills, instead, their 
labour efforts are appropriated by the bureaucratic 
capitalist class via long working hours, unequal pay, 
insecure work status, and unguaranteed pension 
fund. Such structural activity of appropriation, 
exploitation in Wright’s explanation, thus, becomes 
the force behind internet workers’ poor working-life 
experiences.  

 



I argue …  

• Chinese internet workers experience 
precarious working life. Such precariousness is 
resulted by the structural exploitation, which 
is based on a discussion of social class location 
– the bureaucratic capitalist class exploits the 
labour efforts of the lower middle class, such 
as the internet workers. 


