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Kevin Gray’s book is a broad, sweeping analysis of the developmental processes in four East 
Asian countries: Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and China. He examines each of these in turn, in the 
order of their emergence as important players in the international economy. Gray is critical of the 
fact that most of the mainstream literature about developmental states, as opposed to neoliberal 
democratic states, emphasizes the role played by the state and capital in developmental processes, 
but has neglected the role of labour (see Amsdem, Wade). He wants to bring labour back to centre 
stage. He disagrees with the widely accepted view on East Asian labour subjugation, and sets out to 
show that labour agency is as much a driving force in democratization as are state initiatives and the 
competitive forces between states under the pressure of globalization. 

Gray proposes situating East Asia’s industrialization in Gramsci’s ‘passive revolution’ 
framework. He writes that state formation goes through ‘a moment of passive revolution. . . [that] 
takes the form of a state initiative to respond to geopolitical pressures by ensuring the political rule 
of capital as well as pre-emptively adopting certain subaltern demands… The framework of passive 
revolution can help to place the analysis of labour and of class struggle at the centre of these 
processes’ (p. 15).  

The book consists of seven chapters. The introduction systematically spans more than half a 
century of state formation or re-formation before and after the Second World War up to the 
present. It is a comprehensive critical review of the literature on statist theories, developmental state 
theories, neo-liberalism and globalization. Chapter 1 seeks to establish a theoretical framework for 
examining the nexus between labour, international political economy and processes of 
developmental state formation. Gray is critical of the literature on globalization that laments a ‘race 
to the bottom’ in which workers are inevitable victims of highly mobile global capital. But he is also 
critical of Beverly Silver’s (2003) conception of global labour, that ‘where capital goes, militancy 
goes’, for neglecting how the agency of the state has shaped labour regimes and for not delving into 
the specifics of how states inhibit labour consciousness.  

The next two chapters examine the developmental histories of Japan, South Korea and 
Taiwan. Gray recounts in detail their post-Second World War state-building and how each country 
went through a period of passive revolution, entailing a suppressive labour regime under the tutelage 
of the United States (US). In Japan the suppressive period was very brief, and by 1946 Japan was a 
multiparty democratic state, with freedom of association and unrestricted union organizing. 
Nonetheless he characterizes Japan's late developmentalism as one of ‘comprehensive labour 
subordination’ (p. 50), a characteristic he thinks is also found in South Korea, Taiwan and China. 
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Gray is critical of Japan’s well-known paternalistic labour regime that has been positively promoted 
by many Japanese scholars. 

Chapter 3 describes the post-war developmental process of South Korea and Taiwan in turn. 
Both had a colonial past, and experienced post-war state-building with American intervention, 
authoritarian political regimes and suppressive labour policies that ended with the downfall of the 
Rhee regime in 1960 in South Korea and the end of KMT rule in the late 1980s in Taiwan. These 
revolutionary changes marked the emergence of neo-liberal capitalism and labour movements in 
both countries. 

Chapters 4 and 5 focus on labour and democratization. They document the democratization 
process and the rise of the labour movements in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan under global neo-
liberalism. This was followed by a massive off-shoring of capital, which had a significant impact on 
labour and a return to passive revolution. Gray attributes the driving force of political 
democratization to the US, because the hegemon, he argues, felt challenged by the imbalance of 
trade with the East Asian countries. The US did an about-turn: from setting up and nurturing 
authoritarian regimes to urging them to democratize. Labour took advantage of this relaxation 
period in the 1980s to assert its resistance.  

Lastly Chapter 6 focuses on the rise of China and the future of Chinese labour in the global 
economy. China’s post-Mao labour regime is briefly summarized, and the chapter quickly turns to 
the emergence of China's labour movement. But the Chinese state is stronger and more 
interventionist than the other East Asian countries, and has implemented a passive revolution to 
‘harmonize’ Chinese labour. According to Gray, as of 2010 a strike in Guangdong province 
instigated ‘a qualitative shift towards a militant workers’ consciousness capable of challenging 
Chinese labour subordination’ (p. 151).  He claims that the state began to adopt a more permissive 
labour policy. Concomitantly foreign capital has been moving away from China to developing 
countries that can offer cheaper labour. At this juncture, Gray leaves the future of Chinese labour in 
momentary limbo. This is an understandable approach, as Chinese politics is notorious for its 
unpredictability. Since Xi Jinping rose to power two years ago, when the book’s research was 
completed, China has entered another suppressive period. Strikes in Guangdong have soared due to 
the closure and relocation of factories, and local state violence against workers and labour non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) has reached unprecedented heights.  

There are a few aspects of his argument that warrant debate. For instance, although Gray 
recognizes that Japan is quite different from its two neighbours, South Korea and Taiwan, evidenced 
by his devoting one chapter to Japan and anther to South Korea and Taiwan combined, more 
emphasis could have been placed on their fundamental differences. While Japan has been a 
democracy throughout the post-war period, South Korea and Taiwan have not, until recent decades. 
As a consequence, Japanese labour has never gone through a long period of suppression as has been 
the case in South Korea and Taiwan. But in Gray’s urge to place all East Asian states under the 
rubric of passive revolution, he has largely overlooked this major difference. China is also a very 
different variety of state from the other three. Some emphasis should have been given to the 
importance of the socialist ideological legacy and its impact on Chinese labour agency.  

This problem is a symptom of what is sorely missing in Gray's framework: the importance of 
the relationship between ideology and labour agency. This is also where he mistakenly over-
estimates the role of the US in shaping the South Korean and Taiwanese political and industrial 
relations systems. The US did play a strong hand in establishing the three countries’ post-war 
political systems (especially Japan under American occupation) in the first few years after the war, 
but as the three countries quickly developed their own trajectories, the US role has receded to 
become an umbrella for international security.  
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Japan’s post-war industrial relations system is not totally dissociated from its pre-war system. 
In South Korea and Taiwan the suppressive labour regimes had roots in the pre-war period, and 
gave birth to social and labour resistance movements. That these countries subsequently became 
multi-party systems and later accepted freedom of association had little to do with the US. The 
maturation of labour agency, a major part in this and an element that Gray had advocated earlier in 
the book, should be brought back into analyses. To attribute the transition to democracy to a US 
change of mind is a misinterpretation of international relations and these countries’ recent histories. 
Gray has forgotten that the US has been imposing its anti-communist and liberal ideology in East 
Asia all along, and this was not a sudden change of mind in the 1980s. 

There is a large body of literature that argues that Confucian culture is a key element 
contributing to shared East Asian attributes of paternalism, submission to authority, collectivism, 
and so on. Even if we assume that Gray does not believe in culture as shaping human behaviour, he 
still should have reviewed this important body of literature. He also could have employed the 
concept of ‘path dependency’ taken by for these four states. After all, Gramsci’s thesis of ‘passive 
revolution’ emphasizes the importance of national specificity in a state’s development processes.  

Notwithstanding these comments, Gray has written an informative and thought-provoking 
book. Teachers of global political economy and global labour studies will find it useful, as it critically 
summarizes writings on globalization and the rise of East Asia as an important industrial region. 
 
 
 
REFERENCE 
Silver, B. (2003) FForces of labor: Workers'  movements and globalization since 1870. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
 
 
BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 
ANITA CHAN is a sociologist specializing in Chinese labour. She is Research Professor at the 
China–Australian Relations Institute of the University of Technology, Sydney, and co-editor of The 
China Journal. Her most recent book is, as editor, Chinese Workers in Comparative Perspective 
(ILR/Cornell University Press, 2015). [Email: anita.chan@anu.edu.au] 
 

 
 

Global Labour Journal, 2015, 6(2), Page 238 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


