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The question of the boundary between governmental and non-governmental public 
action faces us constantly in our research into trade unions in Russia, China and 
Vietnam. In all three countries the trade unions were an integral part of the apparatus 
of governance of the state-socialist system, ‘the transmission belt from the 
Communist Party to the masses’ in Lenin’s famous phrase,1 but even then their 
governmental status was not as clear cut as might seem at first sight. They were 
‘under the leadership of the Communist Party’, which controlled the governmental 
apparatus, but they were not themselves part of the state apparatus (though in China 
and Vietnam trade union staff were, and are still, employed with the status of civil 
servants). The trade unions were not mere instruments of government in that they 
mobilised a huge number of volunteers not only to maintain labour discipline and 
achieve the state’s production plans, but also to organise a large part of the social, 
leisure and cultural activity of the working population. Of course, even the 
organisation of a sports competition, a musical recital or a Sunday picnic was 
governmental action in the sense that every aspect of the life of the population was an 
object of government policy and was monitored by the security services to ensure that 
it did not have any dissident implications. On the other hand, even our neo-liberal 
Presbyterian British government takes steps to ensure that the population adopts a 
healthy life-style, while the security services make sure that camping trips are not a 
cover for subversion.2  

Be that as it may, in all three countries that we are studying the transition to a 
capitalist market economy has led to fundamental changes in the role of the trade 
unions. In Russia, even before the collapse of the Soviet Union, in September 1989 
the Soviet trade unions threw off Communist Party leadership and declared the 
protection of their members to be their primary role,3 while the Russian trade union 
federation (FNPR) was established in September 1990 as a voluntary association of 
trade unions ‘independent of state and economic bodies, political and social 
organisations, not accountable to them and not under their control’. Although in China 
and Vietnam the trade unions continue to operate ‘under the leadership of the 
Communist Party’, the Communist Party has redefined the role of the trade unions to 
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make the defence of the rights and interests of employees one of their primary 
functions, and this implies a decree of accountability and responsibility to their 
members, which is expressed in the role of the trade union in negotiating collective 
agreements with the employer, the adoption, so far on a limited basis, of the role of 
legally representing members in dispute with their employers and in moves towards 
the more or less democratic election of workplace trade union leaders. 

The Chinese and Vietnamese trade unions have in practice only changed their role 
very slowly, with very little substantive change in state-owned enterprises, but they 
have been under more pressure to reform in representing private sector workers and in 
the more dynamically developing coastal provinces such as Zhejiang in East China, 
where 89 per cent of the workforce is employed in privately owned enterprises 
(Hangzhou Daily, 21 December, 2005). Nevertheless, even here the progress of 
reform proceeds along a knife edge. On the one hand, the Party encourages the trade 
unions to represent workers more effectively in order to contain the rising tide of 
protest and strikes. On the other hand, the Party and local authorities are very anxious 
that a more responsive and representative trade union will discourage investment by 
increasing production costs and, perhaps more to the point, will encourage rather than 
contain worker protest. The result is that even in the most advanced provinces trade 
union reform is hesitant and halting, while the trade unions have sought to fulfil their 
mandate of representing the rights and interests of employers more by lobbying in the 
Party-state apparatus than by trying to mobilise their own forces. 

It is clear in China and Vietnam that the reform of the trade unions is a contradictory 
process because the transformation of the trade unions from governmental to non-
governmental organisations is being undertaken under the strict direction and control 
of the Communist Party and is subordinate to the Party’s political objectives. This 
raises a qualified version of the question of our title: How non-governmental can non-
governmental public action be when it is undertaken under the leadership of the ruling 
political party? What seems like a rhetorical question becomes rather less so when we 
bring in the case of Russia, where the trade unions freed themselves from their 
political master almost twenty years ago, and yet behave in ways not markedly 
different from their Chinese and Vietnamese counterparts.  

Since their inception, the Russian trade unions have committed themselves to a 
strategy of ‘social partnership’, which means that they have sought to achieve their 
objectives primarily through negotiating with the government, collaborating with 
ministries in the formulation and implementation of government policy and lobbying 
legislatures at federal and regional levels. Having sought with a total lack of success 
to constitute themselves as the core of a centre-left opposition during the 1990s, 
FNPR swung behind Putin’s candidacy in the 2000 Presidential election and the trade-
union-sponsored members of the Duma moved from opposition to join the 
Parliamentary faction of the ‘party of power’, United Russia. The traditional Russian 
trade unions are almost as cautious about taking any steps that might be seen to 
undermine social peace as are their Chinese and Vietnamese counterparts. The 
Russian trade unions will undertake symbolic protest actions, with small pickets of 
government buildings and modest peaceful demonstrations, but they will only very 
rarely sanction more radical actions, such as strikes and work stoppages.4 Thus, in 
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Russia in 2006 there were only eight officially recorded strikes, with a total loss of 
fewer than 10,000 working days.5 We have no strike figures for China, but in 
Vietnam there were 387 officially recorded strikes in 2006 and 541 in 2007.  

The reasons for the voluntary subordination of the Russian trade unions to the 
government and the party of power are not hard to find. On the one hand, the unions 
have had little success in establishing the commitment and confidence of their 
members and so have very little mobilisational capacity. On the other hand, they are 
heavily dependent on the goodwill of government both to achieve their trade union 
objectives and to maintain their assets and their privileged legal and institutional 
status. The reasons for the government to seek to contain the trade unions are equally 
straightforward and are essentially no different from those which motivate the 
Chinese and Vietnamese governments. On the one hand, the trade unions have the 
capacity to contain social unrest, on the other hand they have the potential to mobilise 
such unrest in opposition to the government.  

The comparison of Russia with China and Vietnam raises the further question of 
whether the governmental regulation of non-governmental public action is a peculiar 
feature of post-socialist societies, drawing on institutional and cultural legacies of the 
past, or whether these countries only exemplify, perhaps in an extreme form, a feature 
common to all modern states. This, of course, is the question, much debated over the 
last few years, of the relation between the state and civil society. 

The state and civil society 
The problem of the boundaries of and the relationship between the state and civil 
society has always been a central issue for liberal political theory, which seeks to 
confine the state to its role as embodiment of the general interest in maintaining ‘order 
and good government’, as Adam Smith put it, essentially guaranteeing the freedom 
and security of property and the person, without infringing on the articulation of 
particular interests in civil society. Liberal political theory traditionally emphasised 
the complementarity of state and civil society, the state securing the conditions that 
make civil society possible. 

As many commentators have noted, the counter posing of civil society to the state 
arose from the 1960s as a result of the emergence of new challenges to the legitimacy 
of the state from both the left and the right, in both the East and the West.6 In Eastern 
Europe, following the brutal suppression of workers’ risings in the 1950s, artists and 
intellectuals increasingly pressed against the limits of freedom of speech and freedom 
of association allowed by the Communist regimes. In the West, libertarian currents 
rooted in the student movement began to contest the ‘authoritarian paternalism’ and 
‘repressive tolerance’ of the welfare state, seeking to find the space within which to 

                                                                                                                                            
of confiscation of their property, they immediately replaced their leader, Igor Klotchkov, with the more 
conciliatory Mikhail Shmakov.  
5 Goskomstat, Rossiiskii Statisticheskii Ezhegodnik 2007 (Moscow: Goskomstat Rossii, 2007). 
Preliminary data suggests that there were only two recorded strikes in 2007. It is almost impossible to 
organise a legal strike outside the trade union in Russia. Of course many work stoppages were not 
officially recorded as strikes. FNPR reported that trade union lawyers had represented workers in 1622 
collective disputes and 191 strikes during 2006 (Vesti FNPR, 5-6 2007: Appendix 3). An independent 
research institute monitoring press and other reports of strikes identified 307 strikes in 2007. 
6 John Keane (ed.), Civil Society and the State, London: Verso, 1988. 



create alternative forms of association. In both cases, freedom was identified with 
freedom from the coercive power of the state and civil society was seen as the sphere 
of a voluntaristic individualism in which free association was exercised against the 
compulsory authoritarian association of state structures. 

From the 1980s these movements were trumped by the rise of neoliberalism, which 
harnessed the libertarian critique of the state to a programme of radical restructuring 
of the relationship between the state and society, through which the state abdicated 
from many of its acquired obligations and assigned them to the private and 
‘voluntary’ sectors. This ‘privatisation’ of state functions helped to overcome the 
‘fiscal crisis’ of the state by economising on public spending and helped to overcome 
the ‘legitimation crisis’ of the state by abdicating responsibility for the provision of 
services and so deflecting frustration at the inadequacy of such services onto the now 
private providers or onto the individual who could not afford to purchase such 
services.7  

The neoliberal withdrawal of the state expanded the scope of civil society by creating 
gaping holes in social and welfare provision which could only be filled by non-
governmental (self-help, charitable, religious etc.) organisations, but it by no means 
reduced the role of the state.8 On the contrary, neoliberalism did not mark a 
weakening of the state, but a change in the predominant form of the state’s 
intervention, with legal, fiscal and monetary regulation replacing direct state 
administrative intervention. Thus, while the scope of civil society has expanded 
dramatically over the past thirty years, so has the scale and the extent of state 
regulation of civil society increased. 

It is important to emphasise that the state and civil society are not by any means 
mutually exclusive domains, but each, as all the classical theorists of civil society 
insisted, implies the other. The distinction between the state and civil society is a 
specifically capitalist phenomenon, in which state and civil society coexist in a 
symbiotic relationship, as two sides of capitalist social relations of production, 
constituted jointly as political and economic power came to be separated from one 
another in the course of the formation of the modern state. As Marx noted in his early 
essay On the Jewish Question: ‘The establishment of the political state and the 
dissolution of civil society into independent individuals – whose relations with one 
another depend on law, just as the relations of men in the system of estates and guilds 
depended on privilege – is accomplished by one and the same act. Man as a member 
of civil society, unpolitical man, inevitably appears, however, as the natural man’.9 In 
particular, civil society presupposes the state because, at a minimum, it is built on the 
freedom and security of property and the person which is constituted and guaranteed 
by the state. In the pure liberal state this (and the defence of the realm and the 
currency which it implies) more or less exhausts the functions of the state, but of 
course even the liberal state has never existed in its pure form. In the first half of the 
nineteenth century the liberalising state stripped off the residual attributes of 
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absolutism, but only to develop public administration in its place.10 Over the past two 
centuries the state has developed administrative and regulatory structures that have 
penetrated into every nook and cranny of civil society not, despite neoliberal 
protestations, as a result of the arrogance or megalomania of politicians, but in 
response to political pressures emerging from civil society. The increased role of the 
state does not necessarily constrain the development of civil society, because the state 
also plays an important enabling role. As Putzel recently noted, ‘only a relatively 
strong state can guarantee an environment for this associational space to thrive and 
grow’.11 

Non-governmental public action is only possible within the legal framework laid 
down by the appropriate state bodies. The right of the individual even to exist within 
the borders of a nation state has come to depend on the state certification of that 
individual’s citizenship. Non-governmental organisations have to be established in 
accordance with national legislation, which may specify the need for registration and 
the approval of appropriate constitutional documents. Their governance and financial 
activities similarly have to conform to relevant legislative norms, violations of which 
can be appealed to the courts. If NGOs want to claim charitable or similar status in 
order to secure fiscal, financial and other privileges then their activities have to be 
strictly in accordance with the regulations governing such status, which generally 
preclude them from engaging in ‘political’ activity. Non-governmental public action 
that is directed at exerting political pressure by means of protests and demonstrations 
is more or less severely constrained in the ways it can do this by public order 
legislation, laws of conspiracy and policing practices. Even under the most liberal 
regime, non-governmental public action is confined to particular channels, particular 
forms of organisation and particular kinds of activity by the legislative framework that 
lays the ground rules for civil society.  

Some forms of non-governmental public action may involve minimal engagement 
with the state, but this is rare because to be effective most forms of non-governmental 
public action are directed at harnessing the resources of the state and/or seeking to 
influence the substance and direction of state policy. On the other hand, the state 
increasingly seeks to implement its policies at arm’s length, by authorising, 
commissioning and sub-contracting non-governmental organisations, so that there has 
been an enormous increase in the field of action and the resources made available to 
NGOs by the state. These considerations provide the state with very powerful levers 
to influence the character of NGOs and the forms of non-governmental public action.  

Overall, it is clear that the field of non-governmental public action is always, to a 
greater or lesser degree, constructed by the state and the more ‘public’ the action 
aspires to be, the most strictly is it confined to channels determined by the state. In the 
liberal United Kingdom or United States, we are still free to think our own thoughts, 
but as soon as we communicate these thoughts to others we are liable to prosecution 
for ‘incitement’ or ‘conspiracy’ to perform illegal acts, even if this was demonstrably 
not our intention. If we wish to demonstrate publicly we are subject to increasingly 
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restrictive public order legislation. If we wish to communicate our views to 
government we are obliged to do so through the channels provided and in the forms 
approved by government for this purpose. Of course, we can challenge such 
restrictions, but then we are engaged in an unequal trial of strength with the state. 

Of course, most of those engaged in non-governmental public action only become 
conscious of the extent to which their action is constrained by the state if and when 
they directly confront those constraints, or if government introduces new forms of 
regulation which potentially will affect their action. In the normal course of affairs the 
constraints imposed by the state, and the opportunities offered by the state, are 
regarded as part of the natural order of things, respect for which is characteristic of 
“reasonable”, “responsible”, “realistic”, “sensible” forms of non-governmental public 
action, by which people distinguish their actions from the “unreasonable”, 
“unrealistic”, “irresponsible” actions of hotheads. 

Development NGOs and the state 
The issues raised by the neoliberal restructuring of the state have been addressed most 
self-consciously by development NGOs, which have found themselves in the front-
line of this restructuring. On the one hand, national governments and international 
organisations have thrust more and more money in the direction of development 
NGOs, to enable them to implement assistance programmes far beyond those which 
they could implement using their own resources. On the other hand, development 
NGOs have agonised over the extent to which accepting such funding compromises 
their own principles. 

The scale of government funding of development NGOs has become massive. In the 
UK, according to their most recent accounts, both War on Want and Oxfam derived 
about one-third of their net income from government. Scandinavian and Southern 
NGOs are even more heavily dependent on government funding. The appeal of 
government funding is not only that it increases the capacity of the NGO to carry out 
its development work, but also that it considerably strengthens the NGO that receives 
government funding in competition with other NGOs, so increasing the political 
weight of the recipient NGO. Hulme and Edwards concluded that in the South there is 
a risk of a ‘widening rift between well-resourced service providers and poorly-funded 
social mobilisation agencies’.12  

The dependence of NGOs on government funding does not only affect those projects 
for which they secure such funding, because governmental and international agencies 
demand that the NGOs which receive funding should follow particular procedures in 
order to prove their accountability to funding bodies and this requires that they adopt 
particular practices of self-regulation, with the emphasis being on internal 
governance, administration and financial management systems, with much less 
emphasis being placed on their accountability to beneficiaries. Thus Sangeeta has 
noted that even community-based NGOs have been subject ‘to a process of 
professionalization and depoliticization of NGOs at the grassroots’.13  This has led 
Farrington, Bebbington and Wellard to observe that ‘while they [NGOs] generally 
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profess a closer affinity to the poor than to the state, they bear more resemblance to 
the state than they do to the poor – and in most of their activities they operate in a 
manner that is more akin to the state than to any organisation of the poor’.14 

As Hulme and Edwards indicate, the agendas of development NGOs and their funding 
governments and international organisations are no means always consistent. The 
tendency among development NGOs in the North over the past thirty years has been 
to put ever-increasing emphasis on grass-roots initiatives, collective organisation, 
transparency and accountability to their beneficiaries. Such a bottom-up approach 
frequently comes into conflict with the top-down approach that is dictated by the 
accountability demands of governmental and international agencies.  

Governmental and international agencies do not only make procedural demands on 
the development NGOs they finance. At first sight, the substantive priorities of 
governments and international agencies do not look very different from those of the 
development NGOs. They too emphasise the need for a bottom-up approach, wrapped 
in a rhetoric of democratisation and oriented to strengthening civil society in order to 
help the disadvantaged to help themselves. However, the bulk of such agencies, led by 
the World Bank and USAID, assert their priorities within the framework of a neo-
liberal rhetoric, within which democratisation and the strengthening of civil society is 
promoted at the expense of and in opposition to the state, and individual responsibility 
is emphasised at the expense of collective organisation and collective provision. The 
result is that ‘NGOs, conventionally understood to be part of civil society, are part of 
the remaking of state institutions and state processes, as much as they are part of 
reconfiguring civil society’.15 The advantage for international political actors of 
promoting such policies through NGOs, often channelling support to Southern NGOs 
through their Northern counterparts, is that they can achieve their interventionist 
political objectives through ‘apolitical’ channels, which they would never be able to 
achieve if they attempted to carry through such policies by directly political means or 
in their own name.  

The World Bank (is the World Bank a governmental or a non-governmental 
organisation?), following the lead set by the UN and its agencies, has played a leading 
role in pushing the neo-liberal ‘civil society’ development agenda since 1988, when it 
highlighted the role of NGOs in implementing development policy. The 1991 World 
Development Report, ‘The Challenge of Development’, emphasised the political 
objective of ‘democratisation’, insisting that ‘democratisation’, was not only ethically 
desirable, but also more efficient as a means of service delivery. Democratisation, in 
the jargon of the World Bank, means the replacement of state functions by private 
provision, whether it be insurance-based social welfare, provision by charitable and 
self-help organisations or micro-credit to facilitate small business development. In 
these ways development aid by-passes the government and undermines government 
provision so that donor sponsorship risks ‘the erosion of government capacity to care 
for the mass of its citizens, the distortion of civil society as NGOs and GROs become 
less independent, and the disenfranchisement of citizens as state provision is 

                                                 
14 John Farrington, Anthony Bebbington and Kate Wellard Reluctant Partners? Non-Governmental 
Organisations, the State and Sustainable Agricultural Development, London: Routledge, 1993, p. 177, 
cited Hulme and Edwards, op. cit., 276. 
15 Sangeeta, op. cit., 171. 



privatised and accountability is reduced further’.16 Under the banner of 
democratisation, it is ironic that provision by (at least potentially) democratically 
accountable government bodies is replaced by provision by organisations which tend 
to be more accountable to their unaccountable sponsors than to those whom they 
purportedly serve.  

More recently the World Bank emphasis on NGOs has been broadened to a focus on 
‘civil society’ and the World Bank and the IMF hold a biannual ‘Civil Society Forum’ 
at which they consult with accredited civil society organisations, thereby tying 
development NGOs into their policy agenda and strengthening their own political 
legitimation. Nevertheless, despite the emphasis on democratisation and participation, 
‘[f]or most projects, NGO influence is limited to implementing a component of a 
project designed and negotiated by World Bank staff and government officials’.17 

Trade unions and the state in a globalised world 
The incorporation of development NGOs at all levels into the neo-liberal political 
agenda through the carrots and sticks provided by national governments and 
international agencies only demonstrates in a dramatic form the extent to which non-
governmental public action more generally is structured, channelled and constrained 
by the political environment in which it takes place. From this perspective the 
political constraints that subordinate post-socialist trade unions to the political agenda 
of national governments are by no means exceptional. In every country trade unions 
are severely constrained by national legislation and their opportunities are structured 
by government policies. Legislation more or less severely limits the capacity of trade 
unions to achieve their ends of protecting and advancing the interests of their 
members by collective organisation and collective action, while the state provides 
financial support for approved activities and opportunities for trade unions to press the 
interests of their members through constitutional and administrative channels, 
lobbying government over legislation and social policy and collaborating with 
government agencies in the formulation and implementation of government policies.  

The constraints and opportunities offered to trade unions are not only determined by 
their own national governments, but also by the international political environment. 
The International Labour Organisation, a tripartite quasi-governmental organisation, 
plays a significant role in pressing national governments to ratify and enforce its 
conventions and provides substantial technical assistance to governments, employers’ 
organisations and national trade union centres in implementing the ILO model of 
trade unions and industrial relations, based on the principles of tripartism and social 
dialogue. ILO assistance, training and advice is complemented by the international 
programmes of national and international trade union organisations, a substantial part 
of which is financed by national governments, particularly in the US and Northern 
Europe, in accordance with their own political agendas. This can lead to tensions 
within the international trade union movement, as different national trade union 
centres and national governments have distinctive policy agendas. These tensions can 
be clearly seen in relation to the trade unions of the post-socialist countries, with the 
sharpest contrast being between the liberal pluralist conception of trade unions 
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sponsored by the AFL-CIO, backed by the US State Department, on the one hand, and 
the more corporatist conception of the Scandinavian trade unions, on the other. 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the central question regarding the trade 
unions was whether the future lay with the reform of the traditional trade unions or 
with the birth of a new trade union movement, based on the alternative trade unions 
that were struggling to emerge. The US position was that the traditional trade unions 
were irremediably contaminated by their past as repressive state organisations and 
that the future lay with the new alternative unions, so the AFL-CIO refused, until the 
middle of the 1990s, to have any contact with the traditional unions, while they 
provided substantial technical and financial support for the alternative unions, with 
massive funding from the National Endowment for Democracy and the US State 
Department,18 and encouraged individual trade union leaders to break away from the 
traditional unions to reconstitute their organisations under the wing of the US-
sponsored alternative trade union movement. By contrast, the Scandinavian trade 
unions, which equally draw heavily on government funding for their international 
programmes, already had a long history of bilateral collaboration with the traditional 
Soviet trade unions, and continued this collaboration with the provision of technical 
assistance and training programmes into the post-socialist era. This division within the 
international trade union movement had a significant impact on the development of 
trade unions in the post-Soviet space. The alternative trade unions were sustained 
primarily by foreign technical and financial assistance, while such assistance fostered 
and encouraged splits within the traditional trade union movement. It was only when 
it became clear by the end of the 1990s that the traditional trade unions were not 
going to go away that the divisions within the international trade union movement 
were reconciled, sealed in Russia with the admission of FNPR and the two leading 
alternative trade union federations, KTR and VKT, to the ICFTU in 2000.19  

The question of the international recognition of the Chinese trade union federation, 
ACFTU, has been even more contentious than has that of the recognition of the post-
Soviet trade unions. Nominally, the refusal of national trade union centres and 
international trade union organisations to recognise, let alone to collaborate with, the 
ACFTU has been motivated by the subordination of ACFTU to the Chinese state, as a 
result of its constitutional subordination to the Communist Party, and the failure of the 
Chinese government to endorse or implement the core ILO conventions on freedom of 
association and the right to strike. However, ACFTU is by no means the only national 
trade union federation that is effectively, or even constitutionally, under state control. 
Without having to question the democratic credentials of some of the national trade 
union centres already affiliated to the ITUC, we can point to the case of Vietnam, 
whose trade unions are equally under the leadership of the Communist Party, and the 
Vietnamese government shows no more concern for the recognition of labour rights 
and the implementation of the core ILO Conventions than does the Chinese 
government, yet recognition of and collaboration with the Vietnamese VGCL has not 
been a seriously contentious issue on the international trade union stage, even though 
VGCL, unlike ACFTU, is affiliated to the remains of the Communist-dominated 
WFTU. 
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It is an open question how effective international trade union pressure has been in 
persuading the Chinese government and the ACFTU to change their policies and 
practices. The international trade union movement has very limited leverage on the 
Chinese authorities, the only positive incentive on offer being the possibility of 
blocking or supporting ACFTU in the election to the ILO Governing Body, while the 
Chinese government is understandably wary of the threat of intervention in domestic 
politics posed by international trade union collaboration. Repression of worker 
activism has undoubtedly eased over the last five years, and there is restrained public 
discussion of the core issue of the right to strike and less public but significant 
discussion of freedom of association, but international pressure at best reinforces 
domestic tendencies in this direction. At the same time, the pace of globalisation and 
the growing importance of Chinese competition on world markets has made the 
exclusion of the Chinese trade unions from the international trade union movement 
increasingly counter-productive for the latter, so that collaboration with ACFTU has 
moved to the forefront of the international agenda, despite all political reservations. 

Conclusion 
Our conclusion can only be banal. The counter-position of governmental and non-
governmental public action, no less than the counter-position of civil society and the 
state, is unproductive because these are far from being mutually exclusive categories. 
Non-governmental public action is always constrained by, conditioned by and 
channelled by governmental action, just as governmental action may be constrained 
by non-governmental public action. But at the same time, the point is not trivial 
because the constraining power of the state is not always obvious, it is too often taken 
for granted and regarded as a quasi-natural rather than a political constraint, which 
therefore cannot be contested or challenged. And correlatively, the space 
provisionally allowed by the state for ‘autonomous’ public action is too often taken as 
a natural sphere of liberty within which it is plausible to ‘change the world without 
taking power’.20 
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