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Abstract 

 

Constructing Hydropower: 
Labor Control in Chinese Transnational Hydroelectric Projects in 

Ecuador  

 

Ruijie Peng, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Javier Auyero 

             

 

This thesis explores an important question concerning Chinese transnational 

development projects in Ecuador: How have Chinese transnational capital and 

modernization projects in Ecuador effectively enforced workplace control? In order to 

answer the question, I have conducted ethnographic fieldwork in a large hydro-electric 

power plant a Chinese construction company is building in Ecuador. I focused my 

attention on employees’ labor process to examine the process by which labor control 

unfolds. Particularly, I delve into discourses and practices about divisions and differences 

and argue that they objectively structure Chinese and Ecuadorian employees’ labor 

process and thereby shape strategies for labor control. 

In this thesis, I shall explore the particularities of labor control that Chinese 

transnational construction company has set up in Ecuador to examine how it manages to 

achieve consent with workers. Borrowing from Michael Burawoy’s definition and 
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analysis of labor process and labor control, I identified three categories, namely, 

professional ranking, nationality and gender as especially relevant in terms of structuring 

both the labor process and labor rights provisions at the camp. Applying this analytical 

framework, I show that the structured and structuring interactions between objective 

structural relations can ensure and sustain labor control on one hand, and Chinese and 

Ecuadorian employees’ subjective experiences with labor rights regimes and workplace 

control can reinforce such control, on the other hand. I argue that Chinese transnational 

development projects in Ecuador have developed unique practical logics which help to 

achieve labor control among Chinese and Ecuadorian employees whose subjectivities 

presuppose their labor process. 
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Introduction 

POLITICAL ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

Political economic developments have shaped China’s foreign direct investment 

and Chinese transnational companies that operate overseas with these investments. In the 

late 1980s, the Chinese government started to encourage state enterprises to “go-out” and 

invest overseas to become internationally competitive and to reduce pressures generated 

due to fierce competition for a limited domestic market. As China became a global 

manufacturing center for consumer products, manufactured goods exportation has 

generated increased income over the past three decades, which lays the capital foundation 

for enterprises and banks to “go-out”.  

Specifically in Ecuador, as in many other cases in Latin America, the Chinese 

government provides monetary investments in the form of loans. Chinese state-run 

development banks have provided loans to the Ecuadorian government to fund 

infrastructure projects on the condition that Chinese state-owned construction firms can 

bid exclusively and take part in constructing these projects. Under these auspices, when 

the President of Ecuador Rafael Correa took an anti-imperialist stance and his 

government defaulted on its international debts in 2008, China as a non-western and non-

hegemonic country in the traditional sense remained as the only viable source of foreign 

investment to fund large infrastructure projects in Ecuador.  

The large hydroelectric power plant that the Chinese state construction firm 

Chinese Hydroelectric Company (CHC)1 started building in 2010 (and also the largest 

such project in Ecuador) is the first project supported by Chinese direct loans to Ecuador. 

                                                
1 The company name, as well as names of the project and project site, is fictitious due to the company’s 
concerns for privacy and to protect the informants’ identities. 
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While the Simon Bolivar Hydro-electric Project (SBHP) is born under the larger 

political-economic environment, there are more readily identifiable practical motives. In 

CHC, when the management and Chinese employees speak of the rationale behind the 

first transnational project of its kind for Ecuador, they invariably end up referring to it as 

a win-win scenario. Chinese employees explain the necessity of the transnational project 

through the fact that fierce competition and unemployment pressures increasingly 

characterize the hydroelectric construction industry in China. Therefore, CHC exports 

construction and labor abroad with the ostensible aim to seek space for the survival of the 

enterprise and employees. In addition, they consider the project to be beneficial to 

Ecuador’s economic development.  

In fact, CHC’s transnational movement is deeply imbued with the implications of 

“going-out” policy, one of which is the government advocated “win-win” scenario. 

Chinese government aims at creating an image of engaging in “win-win” relationships 

through initiating positive technology transfers, creating employment and establishing a 

benign relationship with hosting countries (Ferchen, 2011). In SBHP, the formal loan 

contract between the Chinese Export-Import Bank and Ecuadorian government reads that 

CHC needs to employ eighty percent of all the employees from the zone where the 

project is located in order to generate new employment opportunities for the local 

communities. Thus, because Chinese government prioritizes symbolic and political ties 

with Ecuador, as a state enterprise, CHC’s profit concerns must subordinate to the 

government’s political calculations. As a result, the market-state tension has led to a 

pronounced and polemical product—the exportation of a Chinese manual labor force to 

the Simon Bolivar Hydroelectric project. 

Abiding by contractual terms engenders a unique strain of Chinese transnational 

investment in labor-intensive infrastructure projects in Ecuador. CHC adheres to the 
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agreement and hires workers and staff largely from the area where subsistent farming is 

the dominant economic activity, but the company does not hesitate to fill the remaining 

20% (about 1000 employees in number) with managers, engineers and manual workers 

from China.  

We can start to understand the labor structure of the site by looking at job 

distributions and the professional hierarchy embedded in it. In CHC’s project, Chinese 

male managers and engineers occupy most managerial positions with only two 

Ecuadorian heads of department as exceptions. Chinese manual workers, all of whom are 

certified skilled workers2, occupy leading positions over other low-skill Ecuadorians in 

their construction teams. No women work as administrators or manual workers. Among 

them, Chinese women (about two percent of the entire workforce) work as interpreters, 

accountants, and heavy machine technicians. Local Ecuadorian women largely work as 

maintenance staff on the lowest rung of the hierarchy. The following table roughly 

represents the schematic job distribution. 

                                                
2 Chinese manual workers are selected to work overseas based on their qualifications. They must have 
professional certifications and considerable work experience to qualify for work abroad. In contrast, most 
Ecuadorian workers come from rural background without specific skills the project requires. 
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Chinese male administrators 

Ecuadorian male administrators 

Chinese male staff (non-manual employees) 

Chinese female staff 

Ecuadorian female staff 

Chinese male workers (manual workers) 

Ecuadorian female laborers (e.g. cleaners, kitchen maids) 

Ecuadorian male workers 

 

Table 1: Chart of the Job and Interviewee Distribution.3  

                                                
3 The black line denotes formal hierarchy while the dot line denotes informal hierarchy. 
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Along with and perhaps innate to such job distribution is the most unique aspect 

in the transnational labor movement—the application of differentiated and even 

contrasting labor standards between Chinese and Ecuadorian workers. I include wage 

level and regulations regarding negotiations for labor rights as the two most 

representative indicators for labor standards when making the comparison. CHC 

maintains Chinese labor regulations and wage standards with Chinese employees (both 

staff and workers). Although by going to work abroad, Chinese employees can make two 

to three times their original salary compared to what they make in China, the truth is that 

Chinese workers earn lower wages compared to Ecuadorian workers with the same 

qualifications. Moreover, even if Chinese employees’ professional status is elevated 

considerably by working abroad, as I will discuss in detail later, the regulations 

concerning negotiating for better work treatment are very tight; their willingness and 

abilities to negotiate are also collectively lower compared to their professionally more 

“inferior” Ecuadorian counterparts.  

In contrast, the company conforms to higher labor standards set in Ecuador with 

Ecuadorian employees, who are compensated strictly according to the hours they work 

even though they might make a lower monthly salary compared to a Chinese co-worker 

who almost always works overtime. Moreover, the presence of labor code and unions 

institutionalize Ecuadorian workers’ power to negotiate. Ecuadorian employees 

participate actively in their own labor unions and the Company Committee, which is set 

up by the company as a controlled organization that serves as a watchdog for both sides. 

Under such circumstances, I observed that Chinese employees often not only readily 

accept tighter control, higher work intensity and lesser treatment. In addition to the fact 

that these conditions are often reinforced by their low labor rights demands, Chinese 

employees exercise self-discipline and work even harder. Ecuadorian employees, on the 
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contrary, always battle for more rights and benefits even when they are relatively better 

protected by local labor regulations.  

The phenomenon is counter-intuitive to begin with. While popular imagination 

and previous studies (Bourgois, 1989) have often led people to assume with ease that the 

bearers of foreign investment, U.S. or European companies for example, always ensure 

privileges for managers and workers from their own countries while simultaneously 

exploiting local labor. Hence, based on the power and influence of foreign capital, 

Chinese capitalist operations and labor would naturally enjoy privileges over their local 

counterparts. However, close ethnographic observation affords me a chance to see the 

counter-intuitive nature of the story which unfolds otherwise. Not only do Chinese 

workers and staff have less room to negotiate for their treatment compared to their 

Ecuadorian counterparts, they also substantially work harder and longer. Such 

observations lead me to ask: how does the company, while permitting different labor 

standards among different workers, manage to create consent with the workers? Why do 

workers continue to work hard even under harsh conditions? 

In this thesis, I shall explore the particularities of this labor regime that a Chinese 

transnational construction company has bred in Ecuador and how it manages to achieve 

consent with workers. Michael Burawoy, in Manufacturing Consent (1979), follows a 

Marxist tradition that situates capitalist labor process within the capitalist mode of 

production, within a set of social relations in a particular manner of producing useful 

things (p.15). He then pins labor process down to production relations within the broader 

mode of production because [such production relations are] “always combined with a 

corresponding set of relations into which men and women enter as they confront nature, 

as they transform raw materials into objects of their imagination” (p.15). In this way, 

Burawoy extracts the two analytical components of production relations that labor 
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process concerns most, namely the relational aspect and the practical aspect. The 

relational aspect means the relations in production, which are, the relations workers have 

both with one another and with managers, whereas the practical aspect refers to a set of 

activities involved in the actual production of things (p.14).  

Labor process then provides a productive frame to explore the construction 

company’s objective practices that organize and define relations that employees have 

developed with the management and with one another. Burawoy characterizes these 

objective practices as a combination of coercion and consent, which is key to “the 

simultaneous obscuring and securing of surplus value” (p.30). Essentially, he captures the 

fact that not only management actively manipulates and configures labor process; 

workers interactions with each other and with their work also contribute to securing 

surplus value. And this is not a self-evident process to any actors involved. This obscure 

process which dictates and oversees the expenditure of labor through coercion and 

control, according to Burawoy, is labor control.  

In SBHP, the expression of labor control is even more obscure and complicated 

due to the political nature of the project and the diverse actors involved. CHC’s objective 

practices around labor process are structured and constrained largely by state 

interventions and labor market realities in China and Ecuador (structure). Meanwhile, 

Chinese transnational workers and the Ecuadorians local workers are deeply conditioned 

by their past and present experiences with companies, managers and labor regulations 

(agency). In this thesis, I concentrate on explicating the social aspect of labor process to 

unveil how the company achieves labor control through an organization of activities that 

elicit workers’ willingness to cooperate to labor and to produce surplus value (p.27). 

Grounded in Burawoy’s notion of consent, my analysis adds to his examination of 
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practical and social factors that contribute to the obscure and voluntary nature of labor 

control, especially among the workers. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In his analysis of the sociology of workplace and labor control, Michael Burawoy 

(1985) has constructed the theory “factory regime” which is useful for conceptualizing 

and examining the obscure process of labor control in action. Burawoy refers to a factory 

regime as “the overall political form of production [that] encapsulates two political 

moments at the point of production: the labor process and the political apparatus of 

production” (Lee, p.116). In Manufacturing Consent (1979) Burawoy brings the two 

analytical components of factory regime alive. In addition to explicating workers’ 

“game” to produce, he analyzes the labor process in an agricultural machine factory while 

emphasizing the political apparatus, especially the state’s role in providing minimum 

wage, social insurance and mandating labor unions. Through looking at these processes, 

Burawoy explains the ways in which the social and political aspects of labor process 

shape labor control, particularly by creating consent. 

To apply Burawoy in my case, I firstly recognized that in SBHP, both the labor 

process and political apparatus have become more multifaceted. Specifically, social 

relations in the workplace are not only vertically organized according to professional 

hierarchies, namely workers, engineers and managers; they are also horizontally divided 

by workers’ professional skills, nationalities, and gender. Meanwhile, the Chinese and 

Ecuadorian states become two invisible yet overriding institutional players in the project 

on top of CHC management. This reality propels me to adopt a relational analysis that 

examines labor control by looking at how political economic structures are embedded in 

daily social interactions where practical categories such as professional rank, nationality 
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and gender become a frame of reference that people use to make sense of their work and 

of one another. I am especially driven to explore how these categories of vision and 

division have become the expressions of the practical logic for labor control in a Chinese 

transnational company in Ecuador. 

Ethnographers have documented the effects of nationality, ethnicity, and 

workforce characteristics in enclave plantations in Latin American where indigenous and 

migrant workers are exploited. In Ethnicity at work, Bourgois Philippe (1989) discusses 

labor processes in a post-colonial U.S. multinational company that hired workers from 

several Central American countries and exploited the respective personal and 

professional qualities associated with their countries of origin and the social and 

historical conditions they carry. His observations lend me perspectives to analyze similar 

labor segmentation based on national identities where Chinese foreign investments 

operate in a post-colonial context. However, while studies like Bourgois’ have begun to 

adopt relational thinking, his focus on practices of experienced and mature investments 

and operations from the U.S. to the ex-colonies needs to be reoriented to a newer reality.  

As I have mentioned, conventional studies of foreign investments often lead 

people to assume that, based on the power and influence of foreign capital and 

investment, Chinese labor is better protected and rewarded as opposed to local 

counterparts. However, it is not the case for Chinese employees in SBHP. In fact, lack of 

labor rights and sense of powerlessness prevail among them more so than Ecuadorian 

employees. Thus the particular characteristics of Chinese transnational company practices 

need to be accounted for to explain such emerging differences.  

Ching Kwan Lee (1997), who has done pioneer work that explores labor regimes 

in Chinese transnational companies, rightfully points out that Burawoy fails to account 

for the “cultural logics underlying specific forms of domination over labor” (p.116). Lee 
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compares the labor processes of two factory branches of the same company in Shenzhen 

(mainland China) and Hong Kong from the perspective of different cultural logics 

deployed in labor process and the political apparatus regulating such labor control. Lee 

identifies how the factory in Shenzhen uses workers’ dependence on wages and their 

personal networks based on places of origin to control female workers on a coercive 

basis. In Hong Kong, the factory adapts to local labor regulations and political conditions 

and flexibly allows female workers’ requests for leave of absence in order to attend to 

their families. Because female workers’ relative social position dictate their 

disproportional obligation for their families, the company uses easy permission for leave 

of absence as a way to stabilize their allegiance to the company despite relatively 

stagnant wages (p.126-132). Lee demonstrates the vital roles these cultural logics, 

specifically local social networks and family commitments play for labor control.  

Now, labor regimes in Chinese transnational companies operate in new localities 

where new political and social conditions abound. When China invests in Ecuador, the 

distances between political practices and cultural assumptions are further apart than such 

distance between Shenzhen and Hong Kong. During the radical readjustment to new 

labor process and political apparatuses, I have identified that the management draws from 

pre-existing cultural logics and rehearses new system of classification, that is, practices 

that categorize workers according to nationality, professional ranking, and gender. I shall 

show in details how this categorization then conditions workers’ interactions with 

management and with one another. In addition to the process Lee demonstrates in her 

research, as I will also detail later, Chinese and Ecuadorian workers, based on their own 

subjective experiences with labor control, have developed different responses towards 

these company practices. 



 11 

Since workers are active agents in interpreting, responding to, and transforming 

managerial discourses and practices, their distinct characteristics and identities are crucial 

to my study of labor process. One of the distinct subjectivities that these Chinese workers 

bring to the workplace is the vulnerability as transnational migrant workers. In The 

Mobility of Labor and Capital (1988), Saskia Sassen foregrounds her discussion of 

foreign workers, particularly immigrant labor-force to the U.S. by identifying job loss in 

the investment destinations U.S. foreign direct investments have resulted in. Sassen’s 

focus lands on the labor process of immigrant workers participating in the labor market in 

the U.S. She summarizes two distinct features that often characterize this labor process: 

1) a radical change in institutional settings occur for labor-force reproduction and 

maintenance, which is a change in political apparatus between sending and receiving 

countries; 2) and direct control over the workforce is predicated upon “a particular form 

of powerlessness associated with formal or attributed foreign status” (p.37). By 

powerlessness, Sassen does not refer to economic disempowerment resulting from low-

wages per se, but also to the more obscure process when the “consequent possibility of 

using them for undesirable jobs and of exercising considerable control over them” [is 

high](p.47). Essentially, Sassen spells out important factors that also characterize the 

social aspect of production relations in CHC’s transnational project: Radical changes in 

institutional infrastructure and straining social relations as domestic Ecuadorian or 

transnational Chinese migrant workers can lead to employees’ powerlessness vis-à-vis 

management’s labor control.  

Sassen primarily discusses immigrant workers who enter the U.S. and take low 

status and low wage jobs. When applying her analysis to my case study, I am going to 

extend the implications to labor process as identified above. Different from conventional 

immigrant workers to the U.S., Chinese employees, who receive higher wages and a 
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more prestigious job status by working in a foreign country, can still be subjected to 

powerlessness. This motivates me to pay special attention to the actual institutional 

infrastructure and practices they encounter and the unique implication of migrant status in 

a foreign country apart from general social interactions.  

Feminist scholarly research in labor control and the emphasis on agency has 

largely enriched my understanding of the ways in which labor control strategies routinely 

manipulates identities to achieve efficacy. In their research, feminist scholars have 

examined more closely the relations between managers, foremen and female workers. 

Aihwa Ong (1995) studied female factory workers who work for export-led industries in 

Malaysia. Particularly important to Ong’s analysis is the fact that these female factory 

workers are caught in between a matrix of patriarchal, religious and family control. Ong 

inquires about capitalist power relations and disciplinary practices on factory women. 

Particularly, Ong’s discussion on women’s responses developing through social 

interactions with other female workers enriches the uni-dimensional focus on labor 

control. Instead of rigid class-consciousness that could have formed among female 

workers in the factory, Ong argues that daily and cultural milieus of opposition tactics 

and practices constitute the contentious politics that women engage in to oppose intricate 

capitalist control.  

Melissa Wright (2006) also documents the processes of making female workers 

into disposable subjects in assembly factories in China and in maquilas in Mexico. 

Wright argues that female workers’ work is discursively and socially constructed as 

unimportant and unrelated to their families. Thus, capital operation and management 

achieve higher profits through constructing these women as “disposable workers” in the 

global operation so as to exclude them from just compensation and rights (Wright, p.41). 

What these feminist studies have in common is that said scholars deploy relational 
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thinking and analysis, relying on empirical evidence situated in the spatial and social 

relations of global capital operation. They have substantiated the abstract term 

“institutional operations” with concrete discussions on discourses and practices related to 

workers’ identities that management uses as a strategy for control.  

The merits of the previous authors and the specific resonances with my case study 

have inspired me to engage both structure and agency. I examine the political economy, 

the company, and Chinese and Ecuadorian employees’ experience with and reactions to 

labor control. I hope to apply and extend Burawoy’s frameworks to explain how labor 

control is achieved by looking at workers’ labor process in SBHP. Chapter one lays out 

the spatial organization of the project site. I argue that the making and maintaining 

physical boundaries constitute a practical control over employees and the labor process. 

In chapter two, I demonstrate how discourse and practices that differentiate and thus 

manage Chinese and Ecuadorian workers hinge upon labor rights provisions. Such 

discourse and practices become principles of vision and division for labor control. 

Chapter three explores gendered discourses that regulate female workers’ professional 

performance and sexuality. I identify them as cultural practices which enforce labor 

control in their own particular ways. In each chapter, I engage with different workers’ 

pre-determined subjective experiences and ongoing coping strategies to 1) elucidate the 

management’s practical logic for labor control and 2) to comprehend workers’ own 

adaptations in the context of Chinese transnational capital investment and production in 

Ecuador. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

In December 2013 and the summer of 2014, I carried out filed research in Chinese 

Hydroelectric Company, both in its headquarters in Quito for two weeks and the 
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construction site in Northern Amazon region for two months. I gained access to Simon 

Bolivar Hydroelectric project site through a Chinese friend who introduced me to the 

general manager of the company. After I explained my intentions to study the social 

organization of the company to the general manager, the manager cautiously allowed me 

to stay at the project site and live with employees in the camp as an observer. The 

management and all the staff I talked to knew that I was a full-time student doing 

research for my thesis. In Quito, I stayed with the staff in a strictly guarded villa-

dormitory that CHC bought to house the staff. It is a completely enclosed environment 

where we are provided with meals and all living necessities. In the construction site San 

Jorge, the manager assigned me a desk in the technical department office which becomes 

my field work station at the site. 

Although the management assigned me separate housing reserved for guests and 

visitors, I quickly became friends with several female interpreters, often visited female 

workers in their dormitories and talked with them about various issues. I observed 

people’s daily work routines, participated in their meetings and social activities, visited 

local employees’ homes, and took part in company-sponsored festivities in the village. 

During the fieldwork, I divided my informants into five groups, Chinese administrators, 

Ecuadorian administrative personnel, Chinese workers, Ecuadorian workers and 

interpreters. I conducted 14 interviews with Chinese administrators, 11 interviews with 

Ecuadorian management personnel, 5 interviews with Chinese workers, 7 interviews with 

Ecuadorian workers, and 6 interviews with Chinese interpreters. I used the same list of 

questions for all of my informants and conduct the formal interviews either in Chinese 

and Spanish with respective informants. Each interview lasted 40 minutes to an hour and 

20 minutes long. I took many pages of field notes to record observations, conversations, 

and disclosures that took place off the recorded-interview context. I believe although my 
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research cannot reveal every detail, it is informative because it catches a glimpse of the 

way Chinese transnational capital operates in a multinational workplace.  

As I gained more experience in the field, I encountered dynamics and tense 

cultural exchanges when work and social norms of two vastly different cultures clashed 

in the workplace. The company has begun to develop and master a practical logic and 

consciously regulate the workers’ behaviors and expectations according to these 

commonly held beliefs. However, since the company never let me do any real work in the 

project, I was an alien to the staff and workers who are on the site. After all, the 

employees are there to carry out their everyday work and routines. My distance from 

their real and daily work may have hindered my understandings of their vested interests 

and the meanings they attach to their work and life. However, as a transnational sojourner 

both in the U.S. and Ecuador myself, I can draw many analogies between our subjective 

experiences. I tried to compensate the distance with our similar dispositions as 

transnational agents. The study, however, needs to go through further rounds of empirical 

test and refinement. This is only the beginning of my interest in the sociology of 

development politics in a global context. 
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Chapter One: Organizational Practices at the Construction Site  

I begin this chapter with a spatial analysis of the built environment in Simon 

Bolivar Hydroelectric Project’s construction site. I believe people’s different responses to 

space and social relations produced within such space can help us understand the routine 

conditioning and exposure to labor control and discipline in the workplace. I then analyze 

the organizational logics (as I have shown in table 1) in parallel with the spatial analysis. 

To begin with, I posit that the ways in which the built space is organized, lived and 

contested vividly manifest the company’s intention to place work at the center of all 

activities. With the following illustration, I briefly map out the organization of the camp 

space. The spatial organization of the camp, I argue, is largely structured by pre-existing 

social relations and power dynamics in the field of construction; it also serves to further 

structure newly growing social interactions and maintain the status quo between the 

dominant and the dominated. 
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Figure 1: The Layout of San Jorge Camp 
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THE GENERAL ARRANGEMENT OF SPACE 

The first time I visited the camp, I took a four-hour car ride from Quito to the 

project camp located 200 kilometers to the east where many rivers pour a deluge of water 

down the flank of the Andes Mountains into the Amazon basin. As we neared the 

entrance, the driver carefully turned right into a paved road leading to a gate guarded by 

securities in black suits who sit in a booth right next to the metal gate. The gate was 

barely recognizable if one did not already know that it opened onto a construction camp. 

To the right side of the paved road, there was a large poster of the hydroelectric project 

that the Chinese Hydro-electric Company (CHC) is constructing. On the left side of the 

gate, a brown stone pedestal with curved Chinese characters spelled the name of the 

company. The driver pulled over when one security guard walked towards the car with a 

writing pad in his hand. The driver scrolled down the window and handed in his ID card 

to the guard, who jotted down the number on the sign-in sheet. Then the guard looked 

around inside the car, glancing at each passenger while making eye contact. Drawing 

back his suspicious and inquisitive look, he then waved his hand to let the driver in.  

As we entered the camp, I encountered long and winding green metal fences, 

encircling a group of buildings, clearly marking out the boundary with the outside. At 

first glance, I caught sight of a giant factory-like building with a blue rooftop, machines 

and big trucks. I heard the noise of metal clinking against each other and machines 

running when we drove along the path. This is the mechanical workshop where custom-

fitted construction parts are made. As we proceeded, we encountered another gate 

guarded by more guards in the same uniforms, indicating that they were hired from a 

private security company. The security went through the same procedure, ID check-up 

and passenger checks. After we passed this gate, I saw what formed a sharp contrast to 

the disorderly and informal scene of the factories near the entrance to the camp. I saw the 
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facilities for work and accommodation beautifully laid out in the camp. At that moment, I 

realized we are formally in the camp.  

            

Figure 2: The Office Complex 

The camp, San Jorge, is named after the village located right outside the camp. 

San Jorge camp houses technical and administrative staff as well as both Chinese and 

Ecuadorian laborers working in the tunnel construction site right across the Simon 

Bolivar River. The population is close to 1,500. The most prominent structure, a one-

story building with beige walls and light blue metal rooftops, is the office building. 

Chinese people working here refer to the spacious office building as a “more permanent 

building compared to most temporary buildings for construction sites in China.” This 

office building, functioning as the hub for all non-manual work activities, is where most 

of my work unfolds. 

The office building is the primary location where Chinese and Ecuadorians work 

side by side and socialize, though on a limited basis. There is a lot of buzz around this 

area. New personnel check-ins and material arrivals take place in front the office. A 

security guard in a reflective vest sits in front of a table right at the front entrance of the 



 20 

building. He stares at people passing by without a specific direction. Inside the office, 

each one of the functioning departments in the project occupies a spacious room, close to 

100 square meters in area. It is also well equipped with office equipment, meeting rooms, 

and wireless Internet network.  

The large office room is further divided into clusters marked by four tables placed 

right next to each other. Normally, instead of individual cubicles, four office desks are 

combined into one working station in order for people to work face to face. I observed 

that within such a small distance, the colleagues were very aware of whether the others 

came to work on time or what the others were working on at the moment. Within each 

department, Chinese employees often sit near the window facing the nice square outside. 

In contrast, employees of the lowest rank in the office, often the Ecuadorian secretaries, 

occupy the transitioning spot right next to the door. On the office desks of Chinese 

employees are personal laptops the company equips them with so that they can often 

carry around flexibly; Ecuadorians use desktops installed on their desks. The organization 

of space in the office is already telling of a practical logic behind spatial schemes. 

Chinese and Ecuadorian employees occupy different types of spaces in the office, the 

former closer to windows and views and the latter near the hallway doors. Employees of 

different ranks use different tables, a single or double table for higher-ranking employees, 

and a four-table cluster for lower level employees. Moreover, female secretaries or 

interpreters’ desks are the flexible ones which are subject to director’s discretionary 

change and reorganization. The spatial organization presupposes visible and persistent 

classifications based on nationality, professional rank and gender. 

Right next to the office within one-minute walk are two canteens, one for 

Ecuadorians and one for Chinese. The bigger canteen, owned by a Chinese-Ecuadorian 

family diner, serves Ecuadorian style food to local employees who must redeem their 
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food with dated meal tickets. There are around 100 plastic tables arranged in a very 

orderly fashion in the canteen. When it is time for meals, Ecuadorian employees form a 

line to hand in meal tickets in exchange for their plates. Right next to the Ecuadorian 

canteen is the canteen that serves the Chinese population. The Chinese canteen is only 

one third the size of the Ecuadorian one. Chefs hired from China prepare Chinese dishes 

which are served in a buffet. Management personnel of both nationalities eat separately in 

a reserved dining hall next to the canteen where Chinese dishes exclusively prepared by 

Chinese chefs are served. Ecuadorian employees are prohibited from entering the Chinese 

canteen to get the buffet food while Chinese employees without a ticket cannot enter the 

other canteen either. The division is a constant source of complaints and conflicts, 

especially for Ecuadorian employees. In the daily talks and in more formal worker union 

meetings, the Ecuadorian staff often complains about the Chinese diner’s service and the 

lower quality of their food in their canteen compared to the higher level of food and 

service quality in the Chinese canteen.  

           

Figure 4: The Chinese Canteen 
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Similar to the canteens, the dormitories are assigned not only based on gender, but 

also based on nationality and professional rank. Opposite the canteens, across the five-

meter wide path sprawl the residential barrack units and apartments. There are nine two-

story apartment buildings with eight rooms in each building. These apartment rooms are 

equipped with individual Internet connections, satellite televisions, and private 

bathrooms. Each room hosts at most two people and sometimes only one. Senior staff and 

managers can often take advantage of the relatively larger space and spend more time 

alone. However, right across a paved path are a series of barrack units which are 

dormitory for male Chinese and Ecuadorian manual workers, young engineers and other 

junior staff. Chinese and Ecuadorian nationals are assigned to different units which are all 

box shaped one-story buildings. Each unit has eight to ten rooms and each room has three 

to four bunks. One room typically shelters eight people. As opposed to the apartments, 

the communal living situation in the barrack units struck me as military and stoic in style. 

The bunks take up the majority of the space in a given room. Aisles between the bunks 

are constantly crammed with dirty clothes or shoes lying around.  

Among all the dormitory barracks, there are only two barrack units with a green 

metal fence around it. It has a very small door opening towards the well-lit path which 

leads directly to the canteens and the office building. Inside the barbwire are the female 

barracks and a communal bathroom with shower facilities. Due to the relatively small 

number of women on the site, the rooms seem to be more comfortable and spacious than 

the male dormitories. Two people share one room and each person occupies a separate 

bunk. The upper level of a bunk is reserved for storing clothes or luggage. Some women 

also have managed to bring in a wardrobe or a desk to the room. Occasionally, there is 

extra space for a table to place their laptops on. According to my observation, as opposed 
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to male staff and workers, Chinese female employees spend most of their time off inside 

their own rooms instead of in the office.  

                  

Figure 4: The Female Dormitory with a Fence  

The design of the camp has gone through rounds of modifications in order to 

adapt to the local standards, which require it to be more permanent and comfortable. 

However, despite considerable improvements in the quality of the buildings themselves, 

the rigid compartmentalization and ensuing impacts on the working population are deeply 

rooted in routine practices of temporary housing and harsh living conditions construction 

projects still have in China. The field of construction conditions the company’s practices 

toward the working population who have internalized their expectations towards the 

physical space. Specifically, employees base their expectations on their professional 

ranks and past experiences on construction sites. Chinese employees, more often than 

their Ecuadorian counterparts, readily consent to the company’s spatial practices which 

sanctions different housing standards according to nationality, professional rank and 
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gender. These practices have influenced labor process, which further conditions 

employees’ diverse responses to managerial control in the project.  

In the male barrack dormitories, for example, with many workers crowding in one 

room, one might expect a higher level of personal friendship or association to develop 

among them, but this is not the case in the male barracks. Not only because of the 

crammed space, the mixture of young engineers with middle-aged manual workers also 

makes personal connections harder to develop. The company explains that the 

arrangement is done in this way because there are limited rooms available. Male workers 

and engineers I have talked to often convey the opinion that the rooms are so small and 

messy that it is almost intolerable to stay there. Thus most people only come back to the 

dormitories to sleep. Another Chinese engineer who stays with several other manual 

workers has not developed personal connections with any of the workers at all after a 

year has gone. In comparison, the female dormitories, which I will discuss in details in 

chapter three, offer more preferable living conditions. However, such conditions seem to 

have created a comfortable zone for women working in the particular environment, so 

much so that female employees seem to be confined and actively confine themselves in 

their rooms.  

Therefore, nationality, professional rank and gender are the operative and 

practical categories upon which differentiated housing is assigned. By appealing to the 

normative and thus misrecognized “differences”, these practical categories for division 

establish legitimacy that subordinates both Chinese and Ecuadorian employees. 

Nationality, professional rank and gender have formed the conceptual and underlying 

standards of classification of space, including the office, canteens and dormitories. Labor 

control thus thrives through regulating employees’ subjective relations with management 

and with one another based on such spatial classifications. In addition to the actual spatial 
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organization of Chinese capital, organizational practices also manifest how and why the 

company enforces labor control. In the following section, I will turn to the personnel 

organization of CHC to illustrate the point.    

JOB ORGANIZATION ON THE CONSTRUCTION SITE 

As seen in the previous section, the spatial organization of CHC camp largely 

relies on unquestioned divisions and categories to sanction segmentation along the lines 

of nationality (entailing different labor rights), professional rank, and gender. In this 

section, I will sketch a general picture personnel management practices towards Chinese 

and Ecuadorian workers before delving into substantial details of the three categories in 

the following chapters. 

Horizontally, CHC organizes its personnel into different departments responsible 

for various aspects of the project. In total, these departments include technical, human 

resources, environmental and quality control, tunnel construction, contracts and 

operation, archives, construction design, and administration departments. In each 

department, a Chinese director and two vice-directors lead the department members, 

including engineers, interpreters and secretaries (all of whom are young unmarried 

Ecuadorian women). Above the directors, four vice managers take up managerial 

responsibilities to oversee different aspects of the project. The vice managers are part of 

the on-site executive group headed by the general project manager who is the head of the 

project. Almost all of the directors and managers are Chinese nationals except for the 

manger in human resources (HR) department, and environment and quality control 

(EQC) department.  

The company primarily hires Ecuadorian engineers and managers in HR and EQC 

departments in order to utilize their familiarity with and professional knowledge about 
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legal, environmental and quality standard issues. The HR department is in charge of the 

personnel management procedures that apply to Ecuadorian nationals. Specifically, it 

centrally manages Ecuadorian employees’ employment procedures, accommodations, 

salaries, and benefits among other issues. The HR department operates strictly under the 

supervision of the Ecuadorian Ministry of Labor which uses an Internet-based system, La 

RED de Socio-Empleo (only available to Ecuadorian nationals) to record each individual 

worker’s employment history and current employment status. The EQC department, 

jointly headed by an Ecuadorian manager and a Chinese manager, is responsible for 

quality control and compliance to environmental standards. Within the department, there 

are seven Ecuadorian engineers and two other Chinese engineers. Due to different 

industrial standards for quality and environmental protection, it is said that Ecuadorian 

engineers are more prepared to interface with national standards and help the project 

avoid violations of quality and environmental standards and the ensuing fines. The only 

two Chinese engineers, on the contrary, are responsible for less specific and more 

communicational tasks. They document and archive project activities that have already 

met these standards and report to the management about overall progress.  

Vertically, Chinese men predominantly occupy the management and technical 

positions. Apart from Human Resources and Environmental and Quality Control 

department, all managers, directors, vice-directors, and engineers are Chinese male 

employees. In the realm of manual work, Chinese male workers take leading positions, 

training and commanding a much larger Ecuadorian manual worker population to work at 

the construction sites. The fact that Chinese manual workers must have technical 

certifications and sufficient work experiences to qualify to work in Ecuador has 

formalized the vertical division. In addition, many Ecuadorian workers have only shifted 

from subsistence farming or other informal occupations to become contracted workers. In 
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the field of construction, Chinese manual workers’ predispositions to construction work 

and their cultural capital equip them with tools to occupy the leading positions in 

technical matters.  

However, beyond facile classifications and categories based on nationality or 

professional qualification, the management has a real interest in maintaining the 

horizontal and vertical personnel organization to ensure smooth labor control for surplus 

value extraction. The spatial and organizational arrangement of the site is a primary 

manifestation of how the company uses knowledge of different employees’ pre-

dispositions to different spaces to lay the foundation for labor control. Together with the 

rigid compartmentalization and classification, these organizations and divisions have 

become the physical and objective social realities Chinese and Ecuadorians are engaged 

in on the site.  

However, as the active categories—nationality, professional rank and gender— 

partially expound, employees differ in their linguistic and cultural skills, previous work 

experiences, experiences with labor rights issues and gender norms. Thus they experience 

labor control in different ways and produce distinct responses. Next, I will analyze 

employees’ own narratives about how they perceive themselves and each other within the 

controlled space in order to explicate the process and their experiences of labor control.  
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Chapter Two: The Making of Disposable or Militant Workers 

As Simon Bolivar Hydroelectric Project (SBHP) brings twenty percent of labor 

from China, male Chinese manual workers have become a significant source of migrant 

population fueling this new trend of economic globalization. In this new type of 

workplace, Chinese and Ecuadorian workers have developed diverging responses to labor 

control. Although Chinese investment and construction companies have created more 

favorable salaries for Chinese personnel in oversea projects, I found that these Chinese 

migrant laborers are locked in the same predicament that have constantly confronted 

transnational migrant workers.  

The effect is especially evident with Chinese employees. Although by going to 

work abroad, Chinese migrant workers can make two to three times their original salary, 

the truth is that Chinese employees earn lower wages compared to Ecuadorian workers 

with the same qualifications. Moreover, even if Chinese employees’ professional status is 

elevated considerably by working abroad, as I will discuss in detail in this chapter, their 

willingness and ability to negotiate for better work treatment are collectively lower 

compared to Ecuadorian employees. As Sassen concludes, transnational migrants 

working in foreign places are often powerless in terms of negotiating for higher wages 

and better treatment (Sassen, 1985). In the case of Chinese workers in Ecuador, this 

powerlessness becomes especially visible despite the fact that it is Chinese transnational 

capital that operates in this project.  

Thus, I hypothesize that both Chinese and Ecuadorian employees’ deposited labor 

histories and current experiences in the project contribute to their perceptions of labor 

rights and room for negotiation. Then how and why did Chinese and Ecuadorian 

employees come to work in and then stay at their respective positions? How do they 
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interact with each other and with the management in the workplace? I analyze the 

economic and social conditions that have produced Chinese and Ecuadorian employees’ 

perceptions towards each other. These relational conditions can shed light on the practical 

logics Chinese and Ecuadorian employees adopt in response to labor control. In the 

following passage, I refer to these perceptions as “myths” because they are part of the 

misrecognized and taken-for-granted assumptions that have often shaped social 

interactions on the ground. 

MYTH #1: “LOS CHINOS (THE CHINESE) ARE WORKING ALL THE TIME.” 

In this project, and in many other Chinese projects in the international arena, there 

is a general impression that Chinese workers are well-disciplined and very hardworking. 

It is almost as if the only activity they engage in, in these new spaces where Chinese 

investments and projects prosper, is endless labor. During my fieldwork in SBHP, when I 

asked local Ecuadorians about their general impressions of Chinese people with whom 

they work, they always gave me the same answer: “Los Chinos (those Chinese) are 

working all the time!” They then would give a description of a typical Chinese engineer 

who stays and works in the office all day long, with their eyes fixed on the computer 

screen. This comment captures the Ecuadorian impression of Chinese people they work 

with, even perhaps suggesting the way that they imagine Chinese labor. How is this 

discourse about hardworking Chinese constructed to be so lasting?  

The hardworking Chinese are those who, according to Ecuadorian popular 

perceptions, always stay in the office to carry on working even after work time. During 

the fieldwork, whenever I stayed up in the office to work, I would always see that most of 

the engineers remained in the office every day after diner. I could see the Chinese 

engineer Junting sit in front of his computer screen, leaning back in his chair and staring 
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at the screen, while talking through his microphone. Junting would turn his head around 

when he heard me opening the office door. He would nod to me without interrupting 

what he was talking about and carry on with his conversation via the Internet. He would 

then remain within this posture and state of mind until he put down his earphone and rose 

his head from the screen. Most Chinese engineers and administrative staff have 

developed the same habits. They simply spend their time off in the office, where they can 

access the Internet.  

The fact that they stay in the office all the time is not only a function of their avid 

interest for work, as Ecuadorians believe. The objective spatial organization, particularly 

complementary facilities for work and accommodation, contributes to the phenomenon. 

For example, the company that chose to only install Internet connections in the office 

with limited access. The project’s distance from China, its isolated location in the 

mountains and the limited access to the Internet in other places make the office an 

optimal place for Chinese employees to stay after work. As a result, Chinese workers and 

staff, especially those who have family or significant others in China, prefer to stay in the 

office so that they could contact them on a daily basis. Some Chinese employees told me 

that when they were communicating with their families, they could find relief in 

connecting with their original way of life as if they were in China. The “original way of 

life”, or the Chinese way of life, then helps them internalize the intensive and pervasive 

nature of their work and justify the fact that they always remain in the office and 

routinely work after hour.  

What Junting confided in me vividly illustrates the work of internalization. He 

commented on his urge to stay in the office to work in order to make more work 

progress: 
If I am watching too much TV or playing games after work in the office, I quickly start to 
feel guilty. It is a great waste of time. Instead, at night, I will make myself continue with 
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the designs that I did not finish during the day and work on it. Or I would pick up books 
to enhance other aspects of my abilities, such as managerial skills and technical 
knowledge.  

Junting’s initiative to keep learning and working can be understood better by looking at 

his previous way of life in China as a graduate student in civil engineering who always 

had intensive schedules. More generally, many staff and workers have acclimated to 

work under intensive schedules in different construction projects prior to joining this one.     

In contrast, Ecuadorians who commute from nearby towns to work only use the 

office during working hours. After working hours, the Ecuadorians who live on the camp 

do not go to the office at all. Most of them socialize with other people through sports or 

conversations. So whenever Ecuadorians and Chinese staff work together in the office, 

Ecuadorians always see Chinese hunching their backs, fixing the eyes on the screen, and 

occasionally moving their bodies or looking up from their computer screens.  

Therefore, what I identify as an aspect of labor control, the company’s intention 

to circumscribe employees’ mobility and ideally to keep them work, is seamlessly 

incorporated by Chinese employees as a way to sustain “the Chinese way of work”. The 

hardworking-Chinese-worker perception is thus produced and used as a tool for division 

and differentiation. People might only consider that the perception is reinforced by the 

discursive (mis)representations Ecuadorians have towards Chinese employees due to the 

limited social interactions. However, beyond discursive reinforcement, I argue the 

division and differentiation primarily stem from objective realities that the management 

constantly tries to habituate workers in.  

For Chinese workers, while they do significantly work overtime, they find 

working in the office better than going back to the cramped dormitories where the living 

conditions can only satisfy their most basic need for sleep. Many Chinese engineers I 

interviewed told me frankly: 
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There is not much to do in this place. The entertainment is limited and the conditions are 
rather poor. I find work the most comforting and important thing we can do here. 

Conversely, for Ecuadorians, “working all the time” means enduring harsh field working 

conditions and forfeiting entertainment, family and other meaningful social relations.  

The divided social realities, aided by strategies of labor control, are mapped into 

employees’ mental schemes. In fact, in the field of hydro-electric plant construction, 

companies and institutions routinely promoted the image of workers as hardworking and 

self-sacrificing “hydro-workers”, moralizing the nature of their labor. This goes hand in 

hand with the fact that in the project, Chinese employees get a more or less fixed monthly 

salary (according to salary standards set in China) directly deposited to their Chinese 

bank accounts. There are no formal regulations set to compensate for their extra working 

hours. Every month, they only check their accounts online to make sure that they have 

received the payment, which is a rather arbitrary process with little room to negotiate 

salary terms. Many workers in the project indeed have unwittingly adopted this image as 

a moral guideline to measure their work. They internalize this effect of labor control as a 

manifestation of their aspiration and capacity for higher work standards. As a natural 

consequence, self-motivated and “moral” Chinese employees do not ask for 

compensation for extra work, which is not simply a matter of conforming to the norm that 

has been exported from China.  

Chinese employees’ internalized view, the misrecognition, thus disguises real 

issues in exchange rate and labor compensation politics. While the perception of hard-

working Chinese actively divides employees based on nationality, differences in work 

style and cultural values, the real division happens in the organization of exchange 

relations instead of ideology. Although Chinese employees earn higher salaries and have 

better on-site housing compared to working inside China, their misrecognition and 

ensuing self-exploitation adversely make them work overtime without extra 
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compensation. As opposed to Chinese employees, although it seems as if the lack of work 

ethics characterizes Ecuadorians, as I will discuss in detail later, it is the prominent and 

clearly defined and observed over-time compensation that regulate their work styles. To 

conclude, the myth about hardworking Chinese is an active element in labor control 

which not only disciplines Chinese employees to work more without obvious coercion, 

but also further distances the two national groups when communication is already 

bounded by linguistic and cultural barriers. In the context of disparity, a reciprocal set of 

discourses/practices about Ecuadorian employees has also emerged.  

MYTH #2: DISCOURSE: “ECUADORIAN WORKERS ARE EITHER INTELLIGENT BUT LAZY, 
OR HARDWORKING BUT DULL.” 

When I interviewed Chinese people in the camp, I get two seemingly 

contradictory impressions of Ecuadorian workers. People seem to have a preference to 

adopt one opinion or the other based on their relative amount of interaction with 

Ecuadorian employees. For people who never work closely with Ecuadorian workers, the 

widely accepted impression holds that they are intelligent but lazy. For Chinese people 

who have actual work relations with Ecuadorian workers, especially with those working 

on the construction site, the discourse has it that they are obedient, hardworking, but dull. 

In practice, Ecuadorian employees occupy polarizing ends of jobs continuum: the vast 

majority of male workers work as manual workers, and less than twenty of them are 

engineers. How do objective job positions Ecuadorian employees occupy in the project 

shape Chinese employees’ perceptions towards them? I explore the answer to the 

question following the two different discursive constructions of Ecuadorian employees. 

“Ecuadorians are intelligent but lazy.”  

Where does the “intelligent but lazy” image of Ecuadorians come from? This 

discourse that has been floating around the project is the same widely held opinion 
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western developers from the developed country have towards workers from the third 

world (Bougois, 1989). In most cases, Chinese engineers, interpreters and geologists who 

do not directly work with Ecuadorians often hold the opinion that Ecuadorian workers or 

their Ecuadorian colleagues are “opportunistic”, implying they are lazy and sly. For 

example, they would warn me that an Ecuadorian worker would not arrive on time for an 

interview I scheduled with him. Chinese staff complains that: 
Ecuadorians never work for extra hours even if they will be compensated for these hours. 
Ecuadorian staff only strictly observes their working schedule and refuses to work extra 
hours. They lack a good work ethic. We never have compensation for working overtime. 

Although this observation is true in reality, the explanation does not rest in the 

lack of work ethics. When Ecuadorian workers are asked to take up extra working hours 

with compensation, many of them do decline the offer. They choose to work strictly 

within the eight-hour schedule with guaranteed wages according to their labor codes . 

Moreover, because they must be paid for their extra hours, their relation with the 

company is converted to a clear exchange relation, leaving little room for manipulation 

based on moral terms. During the encounter with Chinese work culture, however, these 

behavioral patterns signal deficiency in work ethic, which often gets conflated with 

values and ideology. Different cultural values are deployed to produce and reinforce the 

discourse that Ecuadorians are intelligent but lazy, which again disguises the exchange 

relations that are central to labor control. 

“Ecuadorians are hardworking but not intelligent.” 

Nevertheless, Chinese manual workers who work closely with local workers and 

Chinese managerial personnel who occupy high professional positions hold the other less 

prevailing opinion. They believe that Ecuadorian workers are “hardworking but not 

intelligent.” 
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Wong is an ordinary manual worker who works inside the tunnel. He specializes 

in carpentry and had mastered the skills needed for his work in China before embarking 

on his current job. Like him, the majority of workers who are selected to work overseas 

are licensed for their skills as mechanics, builders, carpenters, or welders. Wong self-

identifies as an experienced carpenter who used to lay the wooden frameworks 

independently for construction projects in China. In the project, he works in a small part 

of the tunnel, where the electrical adaptors will be installed. He describes the work site to 

be intolerably humid and hot. He says, “Every morning, I get my shirts completely 

soaked with sweat, a small while after working.” Like other Chinese skilled workers, 

Wong works with Ecuadorian workers and trains them to do woodwork for this project. 

He proudly tells me that:   
During the four months working in this site, I have already taught and trained around 100 
Ecuadorian workers. I cannot speak their language, Spanish, but I work with them and 
instruct them with hand gestures. They do the work. If you show them how to do it, they 
can gradually learn from you… They will work with me to learn how to do it first and 
then there will be another group of new Ecuadorian workers. They rotate very fast; the 
turnover is every two or three weeks.  

Wong points out that the initial difficulty was always the language barrier. But it can be 

soon overcome by communicating with body languages and engaging workers in actual 

physical labor. In another interview with a Chinese manager for project quality control, 

he also describes that:  
Ecuadorian workers are very obedient and meticulous with their work. If you show them 
how to do a certain job, they can follow exactly what you have showed them! I went to 
the tunnel once and saw a new Ecuadorian worker being instructed to carry the steel 
poles from one place to another and cut them into even pieces. He then carried the poles 
very carefully, avoiding dragging them or fractioning them against other hard surfaces. 
And then he meticulously measures the length and cut them into exact pieces that he is 
required to do. Chinese workers can never do as carefully as he does! 

Both Wong and the manager confirm that in spite of a language barrier, 

Ecuadorian neophyte workers can learn new construction skills as long as they follow the 

instructions and do their jobs carefully. But they tribute their abilities to their moral 
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qualities, their “careful and hardworking” characters, not their specific knowledge about 

labor codes and their rights. This is yet another instance which demonstrates that the 

agents fail to see the differentiated exchange relations and compensation. Instead, they 

propagate and adopt the value-laden discourses to explain their work style differences 

solely through culture and ideology.  

                 

Figure 5: The Tunnel under Construction 

STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF DIVERGING DISCOURSES AND PERCEPTIONS  

I suggest, cultural and ideological values, as evident in both perceptions, are not 

sufficient for explaining the prevalence of such discourses and perceptions. As the project 

has progressed over the last five years, both the Chinese and Ecuadorians working in the 

project have developed a better knowledge of each group’s habits and cultures, which in 

many cases have cleared away initial cultural biases held among people. Now, the 
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question is that how and why are these discourses maintained even after people start to be 

well aware of such cultural values?  

Structurally speaking, the contrast between hardworking Chinese versus lazy 

Ecuadorians has affirmed the higher moral value of Chinese personnel, who are 

constructed as a working population with better work ethics and incentives to work. The 

“hardworking Chinese” discourse normalizes Chinese workers’ extra work and 

encourages them to accept and internalize this disparity in their treatment when they 

routinely work overtime. Similarly, the “lazy Ecuadorian worker” discourse conveniently 

plays down the fact that it is protective labor regulation and strict compensation observed 

with local workers, not their lack of work ethics, that have largely shaped Ecuadorian 

workers’ work style. As a result, Chinese are increasingly encouraged to become self-

motivated workers, who then attached symbolic values to their work. Relationally 

speaking, maintaining the discourse of hardworking Chinese workers versus the lazy 

Ecuadorians workers sets a rigid boundary between two groups, which discourages 

further exploration into the origins of different work attitudes held by Chinese people and 

Ecuadorians.   

The other discourse, “hardworking but dull Ecuadorian” reveals another structural 

disparity. In fact, the majority of Ecuadorians are manual workers, with only a few 

engineers. Originally, Chinese state-owned enterprises go abroad with the mission to 

initiate positive technology transfers, to teach people new engineering and construction 

skills. However, even if Chinese engineers and workers do have more practical 

knowledge about this type of work than local people and even if they do teach 

Ecuadorian workers, during the actual work processes, the hidden labor control 

emphasizes technological and skill differences as a means to designate the appropriate 

kind of jobs and positions to certain groups of people. In this case, Chinese engineers and 
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workers with higher skills feel entitled to take up leading positions over Ecuadorians 

instead of engaging in more tedious capacity building trainings for them. Consequently, 

many Ecuadorians, both workers and non-manual staff (such as secretaries and financial 

personnel) express the feeling that they are only given very elementary kind of jobs and 

are under-employed in the project. But the professional hierarchy remains anyway.  

So the “hardworking but dull” Ecuadorian workers are used to construct them as 

appropriately and justifiably fit for tasks on a lower rung while Chinese workers with 

higher skills are positioned in high professional hierarchy. This way of labor control 

actually ensures a most profitable labor control model on which a political-economic 

analysis of wages can shed light. Although Chinese skilled workers’ wages are almost 

double compared to wages earned if they work inside China, their wage and benefit 

standards are still lower compared to that of Ecuadorians. In other words, in Ecuador, an 

Ecuadorian employee with the same skill sets as a skilled Chinese employee can demand 

a higher salary and benefits than what is currently paid to a Chinese employee. For 

example, an Ecuadorian engineer who just graduated with a master’s degree makes 1.5 

times more the salary than a Chinese engineer with the same qualifications. Besides, he 

strictly works with eight-hour schedule compared to a Chinese engineer who always 

informally works overtime. Thus it is more profitable to maintain the professional 

hierarchy so that the Ecuadorians do not necessarily become too professionally advanced, 

which would result in an increasing in their wages to match their skills or else they are 

likely to quit the job. Interviews with the human resource managers in the project reveal 

that a large number of Ecuadorian workers quit their jobs every month due to the high 

work intensity. In contrast, there are only anecdotal instances of a few Chinese 

employees who have quitted the job since the start of the project.  
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Thus cultural milieus and practices have to be understood in conjunction with the 

structural forces for a clearer explanation. As I have already shown, the discourses about 

Chinese workers appeal to a sense of mission and pride to sustain their dedication and 

low labor rights demand. To the neophyte Ecuadorian workers, their peasant backgrounds 

have delivered them to elementary and manual work. This is an obscure form of labor 

control in the project which powerfully shapes social interactions. However, employees 

as subjects also constantly contest social interactions in the labor process.  

One of the symptoms for contestation of labor control is the frequent 

communication difficulties or even physical aggressions that occur between Chinese and 

Ecuadorian workers where the rigid social and national division and the master-

apprentice relations are imposed. Many Ecuadorian workers find it hard to accept body 

languages that Chinese jefes (bosses) adopt to instruct them to work. Johnson, an 

Ecuadorian worker working in the tunnel expressed a common feeling that his fellowmen 

share when working with Chinese jefes. In the very beginning, Ecuadorian workers 

interpreted these incomprehensive hand gestures as aggressive, and their Chinese dialects 

as impolite and coarse. Over time, the situation deteriorated to a point when Johnson’s 

co-workers start to report physical aggressions of the Chinese jefes in the construction 

site. The workers often complain that:  
There are jefes everywhere and all Chinese are jefes. They give us commands that we 
often find aggressive. 

On the Chinese side, Chinese workers blame Ecuadorian workers for their 

inactive and non-professional behaviors. Wong who claimed that the communication 

barrier can be easily overcome now still feels very bitter and angry when certain 

Ecuadorian workers do not engage in risky and demanding tasks on the site. Wong says: 
The amigos [friends]? When it comes to the most dangerous job, the amigos will not 
actively do it. They will only wait and look at us.  
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Although Wong does not relate the antagonism to labor rights disparities, he touches 

upon more deeply felt inequalities in labor rights and treatment existing between the 

different workers when they face risky tasks. This is precisely what these taken-for-

granted perceptions and so-called ideological differences fail to account for, a more 

general reflection on disparities in professional hierarchy and labor rights that gleans 

from this comment.  

When conflicts do happen, the company’s human resource department takes up 

the mediation role. The way the department mediates the conflicts invokes the “Chinese 

worker” versus “Ecuadorian worker” discourse, further maintaining and reinforcing 

ideological differences. When the human resource department steps in to mediate, it 

tributes the origins of aggressions to Chinese workers’ professionalism and eagerness for 

work progress. The head of the department, an Ecuadorian administrator once speaks to 

me confidently and passionately:  
We all know that it is already so hard for the Chinese workers to work here. They are 
under constant pressure to meet the deadlines due to the tight timetable for the project. 
And they are so far away from home. So when they do not speak the language, of course 
sometimes they are irritated. And the Ecuadorian workers lack high education and 
effective communication tools. These things contribute to the conflicts. When we 
mediate, we stand in the shoes of Chinese workers and think for them more.   

When the social division amounts to direct conflicts, threatening to erupt and paralyze the 

production process, the management mediates again by reinforcing ideological 

valorization.  

WORKERS’ NEGOTIATION FOR RIGHTS  

 Practices towards Chinese and Ecuadorian employees actively structure their 

subjective perceptions and responses in the transnational project. Particularly, although 

Chinese employees belong to the national group that represents capital and boasts 

superior work ethics, their collective negotiation power is lower compared to Ecuadorians 
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employees. We can turn to the actual process of labor rights negotiation to understand 

how they become increasingly powerless.  

Negotiation based on Citizenship and Systems of Labor Regulation  

In the beginning of SBHP project, Ecuadorian workers went on strikes and 

protests, making many headlines. These strikes and protests aim to demand more labor 

rights, which offers real insights to their adaptation to Chinese transnational labor regime. 

What do Ecuadorian workers do vis-à-vis the company? How do we explain the fact that 

although they continue to receive better treatment and compensation than their Chinese 

counterparts, they are more active in making demands and defending labor rights? 

Having citizenship to the pro-labor state is one of the most important factors that 

differentiate Ecuadorian workers from their Chinese counterparts in this case. The 

entitlement to citizenship and subsequence resources mobilized around citizenship (or the 

lack of it) are largely responsible for the fact that Ecuadorians actively seek more room 

for maneuver through collective action whereas Chinese employees tend to feel 

powerless and remain inactive when it comes to making labor demand.  

The Ecuadorian Ministry of Labor mediates the hiring and firing practices of 

Ecuadorian employees, which institutionalizes labor rights protection. Johnson is an 

Ecuadorian worker who works as a solderer in the tunnel. He used to run a small tourist 

business in his hometown before he signed up with the national employment network, La 

RED de Socio-Empleo which is administered by Labor Relation Ministry. When he left 

his home business in search of a more stable source of income, the ministry forwarded 

Johnson’s personal employment information to the human resource department in the 

project. Then the company formally contracts him to work. Undergoing this process 

ensures that there is reliable and minimum wage protection, and benefits including 
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medical and work accident insurance. Moreover, the Ministry of Labor publicized the 

labor codes very clearly among the workers through pamphlets and trainings. Besides, the 

local law permits labor unions to further protect workers’ rights.  

Johnson points out some of the issues that they always complaint to human 

resource department. Workers like him usually negotiate with the company about food 

quality, safety protection gears, and salary rise through union representatives. 

Consequently, Ecuadorians can at least forward their criticism collectively through 

several labor unions and seldom do so as an individual. Their active role in making 

complaints and monitoring their work conditions relies on their knowledge about labor 

codes and the confidence that the state would protect their rights.  

Within the company, there are several small unions that are powerful at the 

beginning of the project in organizing protests for better food and protection conditions. 

As the project goes on, the company has developed strategies to control and reduce union 

organizing in order to smooth out the production process. The company establishes a 

labor organization that in theory represents the rights of all employees (Chinese and 

Ecuadorians), the Company Committee, as a controlled organization that serves as a 

watchdog for both sides. The Company Committee holds monthly meetings to discuss 

issues related to labor rights and workers’ treatment in general. I participated once in a 

monthly committee meeting where issues related to food quality, attitudes of people 

serving in the canteen, and transportation stipends for Ecuadorian workers are pointedly 

raised and discussed.  

During the mid-June committee meeting, the company sent the head of the 

Human Resource from the headquarters to the meeting in order to express their 

dissatisfaction. The manager claimed that the company had found many other small labor 

unions circulate unfaithful criticisms towards the committee. The head of the Company 
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Committee, Juan, then called for an “open” channel of communication where employees 

could freely voice their complaints and grievances towards the company. Then 

Ecuadorian employee representatives to the Company Committee started to raise specific 

issues concerning both work and life in the project. Diego who works in the office in the 

department of business operation raised the first issue.  

In the meeting, Diego reads from a piece of paper, saying that the heater for 

preserving food temperatures does not work in the Ecuadorian canteen, which makes 

many workers who come back late from construction sites have cold food. Then other 

representatives start to chime in with more unsatisfactory details of the canteen, including 

the unvarying menu, the attitudes of service personnel, the dishwasher, the television, the 

shape of the bowls and so forth. At one point, a representative brings back an old issue 

about the delayed transportation reimbursement for employees. Then the meeting falls 

back to the discussion of petty details and “grievances” Ecuadorian workers have. The 

only Chinese representative sitting next to me is a Chinese female interpreter working in 

the headquarters. She informs me that Ecuadorian representatives who repeatedly raise 

food quality, industrial security, and salaries issues always dominate monthly meetings. 

Soon when discussions about rights and just treatment die down, she raises her voice and 

attempts to divert the topic to discussions on the committee’s annual celebration. Shortly 

after the meeting, she complains to me that:   
They raise the same smallest issues every month! It is always about food, clothing, 
transportation and such. I am so bored every time and do not know if they have anything 
new to say anymore. 

I interpret Ecuadorian representatives’ repetitive request on petty details in other 

ways. Faced with the strong Company Committee that subordinates other independent 

labor unions and exercises labor control, Ecuadorian representatives find it effective to 

make smaller maneuvers and change the everyday conditions of their work and life in the 
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project. During that meeting, almost all their requests are immediately answered by the 

head of human resource department. Thus although Ecuadorian workers start to 

experience ever shrinking room for negotiation, they have managed to express their 

dissatisfaction and complaints through the limited openings the Company Committee 

affords, which helps them fulfill incremental steps towards the desired work treatment 

scenario. 

In conclusion, although the room for negotiation among Ecuadorians has already 

been severely undermined, Ecuadorian employees are still making efforts to exercise all 

forms of possible maneuvers. We can see past experiences, institutional infrastructure 

and labor rights awareness afforded by citizenship and formalized regulations continue to 

mobilize Ecuadorian workers who have a claim on their rights and just treatment. 

Chinese Employees’ Negotiation  

So how do Chinese employees negotiate their rights in the project? The principle 

finding is that there is an overwhelming individualist pattern among Chinese workers in 

terms of making labor rights demand: the higher value the professional hierarchy grants 

the employee, the more likely she or he is going to defend their rights, and vice versa. For 

example, the company assigns housing based on professional rank and perceived value of 

a employee. According to the formal company rules, only vice-director level Chinese 

personnel, or the equivalents, including Ecuadorian engineers and administrators can live 

inside small apartment homes. The rest of the working population must live in the 

barrack units. Workers and staff who are strangers end up living together in a tightly 

confined space.  

Tian, a new male employee with a master’s degree in hydro engineering was 

assigned to a room in a barrack with other ordinary workers in the camp. Newcomers 
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without professional titles are assigned to live with workers instead of with their own 

cohorts when entering the job. The room is too crowded that Tian had to live on the 

higher level of a bunk. His colleague told me in an interview:  
After enduring the uncomfortable conditions for several nights, Tian finally refuses to 
sleep in his assigned bed on the second level of a bunk. Every night when he goes to 
sleep, the bed starts to shake and shriek intensely.  

This greatly affected the quality of Tian’s sleep and he filed a complaint to the 

administration department. Tian protested and urged them to give him a bunk on the 

lower level by threatening not to go to sleep. Finally, the Chinese human resource 

administrators responded to his request and assigned him to a bunk on the lower level. 

Indeed Tian’s successful actions to challenge housing arrangements partially depend on 

his knowledge of his own value to the production system. As an engineering student from 

the best university in China, he was hired to the project with great potential to be 

promoted to key administration positions in a few years.  

In contrast, the majority of other Chinese employees at the camp will never make 

such complaints or protests. During my interviews, I ask the same questions to Chinese 

and Ecuadorians: What do you do if you have complaints about your working and living 

conditions? Chinese employees often look at me, and ask me back the same questions. 

“What will you do? Will you complain to your superior (Ling Dao in Chinese), and 

threaten to go on a strike?” No. Their answers are always uniform as if they have formed 

a consensus that collective complaints cannot help them improve unfavorable situations. 

It reflects the reality that both Chinese staff and engineers perceive themselves to be 

disposable workers who have no power or room for negotiation.  

A Chinese male interpreter, who goes by the name Patrick, has worked in the 

project for the past three years. When I interviewed him, he replied very frankly, “If you 
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don’t like the job, you should just leave. There are so many people in line waiting to take 

over.” But he did not come to this conclusion without struggles.  

As an on-site interpreter who works inside the dark tunnel, Patrick works from 7 

a.m. to 6 p.m. everyday. After a few months into his work, he did not only overwork but 

also was deeply depressed by the surroundings, tropical forests in the deep mountains and 

far way from other human settlements. As a young and energetic man who only 

graduated from the university recently, in his spare time, he likes to hang out with local 

people in the restaurants and bars right outside the camp in the village. These daily talks 

with local people introduced him to the fact that the local employees’ labor rights are 

well respected by the company:  
They company abides by the labor law so well with local people. They always count 
extra working hours into the final working time and pay them for such work. For us, who 
work 11 hours a day, there is no extra compensation. 

While many Chinese staff did not share the same notion of "being paid by hour" 

as people in Ecuador do, Patrick’s mind was stirred by this large contrast in terms of 

treatment. In response, he wrote a letter of resignation and contacted several interpreters 

from his cohort who came to work in the same year with him, and encouraged them to 

sign the letter together. Three other interpreters of the same cohort responded to him and 

he handed in this signed letter to the management. Then it follows that one of the co-

managers held a talk with them to listen to their complaints and answered their demands. 

The next month, a special stipend, which was a small amount of money, was indeed 

added to their monthly salary. However, the special stipend did not last very long. Patrick 

sighed and told me that right now, as the number of interpreters increased every year, this 

share of money consequently becomes smaller and eventually non-existent. Patrick adds 

that now the company also hires many more interpreters every year so that they always 

have a pool of interpreters to choose from: 
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Over the two years working here, I have also got rid of my rough edges. Right now they 
hire more than enough new university graduates into the reserve for interpreters. We are 
not valued as much as we were before.  

Due to the fear that complaints and protests will lead to real crises, Patrick 

stopped making more demands and fully adapted to this organizational environment. 

Now Patrick thinks that because there are many interpreters who are waiting to get this 

job, the value of hired interpreters quickly decreases compared to what it was at the 

beginning of the project, and he becomes more disposable as a result. Consequently, he 

has never thought about protesting or demanding better treatment again.  

The perception of an employee’s worth, whether she or he is disposable or not, 

has intensified when Chinese workers work overseas in Ecuador. Coming from China, 

both workers and managers still hold the assumption that the professional competition 

inside China is intense: there is unlimited supply of workers who are “waiting to be 

hired”. When workers work in a new geographic, political and social environment, they 

fee that job stability becomes more precarious and social network more constrained. In 

such circumstances, the intensified feeling of being disposable further undermines their 

incentive to negotiate for rights and better treatment.  

The discourse of the “disposable worker” is not merely transplanted from China 

where the discourse is a social reality; the transnational company’s practices in Ecuador 

also institutionalize and propagate this discourse. The management informs me that every 

year, the company hires more interpreters and engineers to increase the potential pool of 

job candidates. The increase in hire has become public knowledge that it increasingly 

deters possible large-scale complaints from employees. The sense of crisis becomes real: 

there are in fact a large number of people waiting to get these jobs. These management 

practices serve to reinforce the sense of being disposable.  
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The impasse of the “disposable male workers” is also vividly reflected in Wong’s 

situation, which is true to many manual workers. In fact, many other more informal 

means institutionalize their perception. The first time I met Wong, he had just finished a 

treatment for a minor liver illness in the on-site clinic. That day, he appeared small and 

thin, with a dry and wrinkly face, and he was particularly helpless and puzzled. Wong has 

always worked as an independent contract worker in China with informal contracts. After 

his personal business connections back in China recommended this job to him, a sub-

contractor hired Wong without signing a formal contract with him because he always 

used to accept oral agreements. These informal agreements, according to him, are 

effective because they hang the reputation of these sub-contractors on a line.  

Not having formal contracts poses obvious repercussions on workers’ ability to 

negotiate because it only institutionally establishes that the workers are disposable. For 

example, although all these sub-contractors are mandated to allow and pay for workers to 

return home for a visit every 18 months. The sub-contract managers decide that Wong 

can only go home after 24 months of work. Because the company, as mandated by the 

official agreement between two governments, centrally manages all workers’ passports, 

the procedures for quitting the job and returning to China becomes especially 

complicated and bureaucratic. If they do not want to lose the job, they then would have to 

accept the unequal contractual terms.  

As a result, workers like Wong only negotiate on a very personal basis. By the 

time I met him, he had worked for half a year and got paid for only three months. Wong’s 

strategy to negotiate his salary terms is to call the sub-contractors who directly hired him. 

When answering what he would do in order to negotiate the salary term, Wong said:  
I’d call the head of the team back in China to negotiate my salary. If you can speak well, 
you can negotiate and get a higher pay. If you do not speak well, then you are in a bad 
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position to negotiate the money. Among us coworkers, we do not communicate about our 
personal negotiations. We deal with the boss individually.  

Wong’s comment indicates that the negotiation for salary and rights happen on a 

very personal and individual basis. There is not much room for collective negotiation or 

cooperation among the workers. Between workers who work under the same contractual 

arrangements, their incentive to cooperate is very weak and contingent upon the 

circumstances. Although only a fraction of workers are hired without formal contracts, it 

does reveal that the complex transnational operation that involves subcontracting can 

further complicate the labor process and institutionalize labor control in unexpected 

ways.   

While Chinese workers’ negotiation is rather limited, I wonder how they perceive 

their own circumstances and realities? During the conversation with workers and other 

daily observations, I saw that after their work, Chinese workers often stay near their 

dormitory with other Chinese co-workers. These workers pass time wandering around to 

listen to each other’s music or watch an episode of TV series. Wong confided in me that 

he felt that he was making a great contribution to his family by enduring the harsh 

conditions and continuing to work here.  

Like many workers, Wong calls back home and talks with his wife for an hour or 

two on the Internet through every day. His wife works in a factory in China after a work 

accident that claims her three fingers from one hand. And he has two children at school 

age that he supports with the money he earns and sends back to home. He says, 

“Although I do not raise the kids at home, I help by making all the money needed to raise 

kids and to cover expenses like their food, medical care, school.” His family obligation 

and his confidence in this steadier and accumulatively higher source of income continue 

to motivate him and workers like him to stay. Many skilled Chinese manual workers 

share Wong’s concerns and obligations for their families. In a word, Chinese workers’ 
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previous work experiences, family and other social connections from their country of 

origin and the labor process they are immersed in jointly set the parameters for their 

subjectivities. Both pre-existing dispositions and new adaptations to organizational 

practices lead to the powerlessness they often feel in experiencing the labor process and 

in interfacing with authorities for adequate work treatment.   

Both structural and subjective factors are responsible for their powerlessness. 

Structurally speaking, when China’s global capital moves into Ecuador, it moves into a 

pro-labor political regime. The Ecuadorian government uses public institutions such as 

the Ministry of Labor to institutionalize and regulate the hiring practices for Ecuadorian 

workers, as well as their labor rights, such as wages and other social benefits. Hence, 

labor organization is also only available to Ecuadorian workers, and this level of political 

engagement is structurally impossible for Chinese workers to attain. 

So how do we account for the puzzle that Chinese employees have very little 

bargaining power while Ecuadorians have more power to maneuver? I suggest we 

consider employees’ pre-existing experiences with different labor regimes as well as their 

interactions and adaptations to the particular labor control. Chinese employees are either 

from state companies where labor organization is tightly under control, or from 

independent work background relying on one man’s persuasion to negotiate. These 

subjectivities lead to a lack of cultural capital for negotiation. For example, in Ecuador, 

although the Company Committee is said to represent the rights of both Chinese and 

Ecuadorians, Chinese employees’ lack of cultural capital comes to the fore in the very 

meetings the committee holds. Moreover, not having citizenship entitlement and 

institutional infrastructure to the same labor protection further hinders their collective and 

constructive participation to negotiate and defend labor rights. When we take into 

consideration that these Chinese employees are in fact economic migrants working in a 
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space with no institutionalized protection, we can understand why, despite being highly 

skilled and professional, they are made to be disposable. When they move to work 

abroad, the institutional void they exist in becomes evident. Chinese workers and staff 

who are in Ecuador are neither under labor protection regime of Ecuador nor protected 

enough by the rather stagnant domestic regulations within China. No wonder Ecuadorian 

representatives participate more in these committee meetings and discuss issues closely 

related to Ecuadorians’ experiences with their labor relations in the project while Chinese 

employees remain inarticulate.   

Apart from institutional environment, the management endorses practices and 

discourses that further shape the identities of Chinese and Ecuadorian workers and make 

them desirable and willing subjects to voluntarily work more in the project. As a result, 

practices such as drawing distinctions in work ethics between Chinese and Ecuadorian 

workers and sanctioning different labor regulations can truly discipline Chinese workers: 

they accept the unfavorable working conditions and severely undermine their bargaining 

power for better treatment. In contrast, with institutional infrastructure in place and a 

sediment history and collective experience of labor organization in Ecuador, Ecuadorian 

workers are active in resisting labor control and arbitrary categorization by practicing 

negotiating “minor details” for better treatment even though they remain to be low skill 

workers in the project (Alexander, 2007).  
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Chapter Three: Fenced Female Workers and the Reproduction of 
Paradoxical Space 

In the administration camp, around thirty female employees, both Chinese and 

Ecuadorians, stay in the female dormitory. These young and unmarried women work in 

non-manual positions in the office as interpreters, accountants, and secretaries. While 

Chinese female employees take up these highly professional positions, Ecuadorian 

women work in low-status jobs which also include cleaning maids and kitchen helpers. I 

have identified revealing patterns in discourses and practices about female workers, 

which reflects both patriarchal and gendered characteristics of capital operations in 

general and the distinct cultural features of Chinese modernization projects in Ecuador in 

particular.  

With empirical evidence, I reflect on the impacts Chinese transnational 

modernization projects have created on female workers. Situated in the larger scholarly 

discussion concerning impacts transnational capital have on a human level, my discussion 

aims at placing the non-elite, minority, and women’s interests in the center of discussion. 

Therefore, I focus on the experiences of women who are embedded in social relations 

that are both pre-determined by their social and cultural endowment on one hand, and 

their encounter with workplace discipline and control, on the other. My analysis of how 

Chinese and Ecuadorian women live with the built space, discourses about them, and 

their social interactions seeks to demonstrate the work rising Chinese transnational 

projects do in conjunction with the cultural politics institutions and people engage in. I 

suggest that Chinese international companies operating overseas produce efficient female 

workers through deploying both patriarchal regulations women subscribe to in their 

indigenous societies, and workplace discipline and control in the labor process.  
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SPATIAL DEMARCATION WITH THE FENCE 

I begin the inquiry by looking at the discourses and practices around the 

demarcation of space for women in the camp. As we remember, all Chinese 

administrators and workers for the hydroelectric construction project live in the 

apartments or barrack units inside the camp. Ecuadorians, however, either live right 

outside of the camp in the village or commute to work from the nearest town. Only two 

out of the twenty barracks house Chinese female staff and a small number of Ecuadorian 

women from other provinces. The Chinese construction company (CHC) places a green 

metal fence around the female dormitory. By exploring the fence’s influences on their 

perceptions and experiences, I aim to explain how and why women’s interactions with 

the company and with one another have been influenced. I posit that the fence, as part of 

the objective realities women face, can shed light on cultural politics of labor control. 

 There are a few times that I engage in heated discussions with male 

administrators and staff about their opinions towards women. Male engineers in the 

project who call themselves “hydro-workers”, a term with distinctively masculine 

connotations, often express that women who are working in the project are out of place:  
I tell you, hydroelectric construction sites are very harsh working environments; we very 
often work in the wilderness. Women are not made to do this type of job. Besides, they 
face male aggression and need to be protected.  

This division between men and women in construction industry permeates verbal 

statements and daily interactions. The common sense that only men are suitable for jobs 

in the construction field signals patriarchy, often deployed as a means for social control 

both in Chinese and Ecuadorian society. Here I rely on Heidi Hartmann’s (1976) 

definitions of patriarchy as “a set of social relations between men, and solidarity among 

them, which enable them to control women. Patriarchy is the system of male oppression” 

(Hartmann, p.138). The historical male-domination in hydroelectric construction projects 
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has fostered a “common sense” that only men are suitable for hydropower construction 

jobs and should naturally dominate the profession. Hydro-workers have obviously thrown 

the historical conditions that have made this profession masculine into oblivion, which is 

increasingly evident in male worker and administrators’ opinions expressed in various 

interviews. In this project, the men-to-women ratio is roughly 1200 to 30. So in practice, 

when the construction goes overseas to operate and when women take up instrumental 

positions including interpreters, accountants and heavy machine operators, the 

dependence on women for such tasks has fostered an anxiety and sense of disturbance to 

the patriarchal system. As a result, patriarchy is reasserted and strengthened to penetrate 

women’s labor process. The patterns in discourses and practices female employees 

encounter are symptomatic of such cultural politics in the transnational project.  

PROFESSIONALISM AND SEXUALITY—DISCOURSES THAT REGULATE FEMALE 
EMPLOYEES 

In the project site, there are widespread beliefs about Chinese and Ecuadorian’s 

sexuality and professional levels. These discourses, beliefs about women, divide Chinese 

and Ecuadorian women into two opposing groups: Chinese women are considered highly 

skilled and prudish while Ecuadorian women unprofessional and loose. I suggest, these 

discourses operate much like symbolic fences: Chinese and Ecuadorian women are 

marked out as different by the discourses. But at the same time, these women respond to 

and animate the “fences”, producing a paradoxical space. 

While the physical fence signifies a patriarchal control over Chinese women in its 

objective practice, the discourses about women’s professional level and sexuality help to 

shape the mental contours that condition their responses to labor control. While I concede 

that the ultimate purpose of discipline and control is surplus values extraction, I will 
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explicate how these discipline and control come to function through discourses and 

practices. 

“Chinese women are very capable skilled and very prudish.”  

In this camp, Chinese women occupy important job positions. They work as 

interpreters, accountants, heavy machine operators, and cement technicians that 

outcompete men in these areas of specialization. They are known to be able to navigate 

different boundaries because they are bi-lingual and culturally knowledgeable. However, 

their prestigious job titles and highly specialized skills do not afford them higher 

bargaining power in the male-dominated project. While working in the field, I observed 

that Chinese women are unfairly contained and silenced in their professional fields.  

Eileen is the first interpreter hired to work for the project. After working on-site 

for three years, she is able to speak Spanish with a local accent and handles all sorts of 

communications with Ecuadorians on behalf of the project. It is the company’s annual 

ritual to conduct self-evaluation and award four Outstanding Staff Members of the Year. 

Each winner will be given a one-thousand-dollar cash reward. Eileen won this title the 

previous year. This year, she considers her hard work and outstanding performance 

enough to earn the “excellent” category in the self-evaluation. The director in charge, 

however, silenced her argument and “suggests” that she put “qualified” instead. Later, the 

director gives the title to the other interpreter in the office who just comes back from her 

annual vocation. Reflecting on this episode, Eileen confides in me: 
Why should I not put “excellent”? I should be the most qualified person in this office to 
earn the title! I have done so much work. When people have tasks for me to complete, 
they would always say that I am the most hard-working person in the entire company; but 
when it comes to the time to evaluate, they will not look at what I have done.  

The directors in the project rely heavily on the female interpreters to perform 

daily routines. The management motivates these women to conduct efficient and high-
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quality translation and interpreting jobs by using self-evaluation and granting recognition. 

However, the management also confines them within the limits set by the professional 

discourse, which seeks to balance the power their language abilities afford them, and to 

manage these women’s professional growth and achievements in the corporate 

environment.  

Mei is a female accountant working in the project. She is one of the more adamant 

defenders of female employees’ rights; but in action, she is more complicit than she 

claims to be. When talking about her work experience, she confides that: 
I think the workplace has given too much pressure on women. If a woman and a man get 
the same job and promotion, I always admire the woman more because I know how hard 
it is for her to be recognized. In my office, I come to know that if my work quality is the 
same as my male colleagues, I will never get the chance to be promoted just because I am 
a woman. In Ecuador, women get better treatment. For example, I know Ecuadorian 
women who gave birth and were granted maternal leave from the job. When they 
returned, they could work for only 7 hours a day and leave early because they were going 
back home to take care of their children. There are no such rules in China nor here on the 
site to protect us women’s rights.  

Mei holds such perceptions of women’s hardships in this project partly as a result 

of her direct confrontation with male domination in the company. Mei remembers and 

recalls the first three months of her work in the project with horror and indignation. “It 

was the hardest three months of my life that I will never forget.” She worked in the 

financial office in Quito with the same group of people as she is working with now. But 

at that time, she was the only woman in the department. In the beginning, her desk was 

placed in an isolated position with the worst ventilation; later, she was assigned all the 

contracts and reports in Spanish to translate, which had made her work for at least 10 

hours every day because she did not speak Spanish and could only rely on online 

translation tools to work. Once when she refused to accept more assignments, she was 

isolated from the group and never assigned any substantial work for the following three 

months.  
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After I said no to the unfair assignments, the head of the office decided to bring another 
person to take my job and assign me “lighter” work. So I was sent to be in charge of 
purchasing office supplies. In the very few days after they changed my work contents, I 
did not feel anything wrong. But I found out later that nobody talked to me anymore in 
the office. Whenever I was there, they ignored me as much as possible as if I was only 
the air in the office. One day, they went out to celebrate the birthday of a colleague 
whose birthday was a few days after mine. They did not invite me and they did not 
celebrate my birthday either. I realized that I was isolated by them. For the next three 
months, nobody talked to me in the office. I was never assigned to do any substantial 
work. There were so many days when I did not have anything to do in the office. My job 
was to go into the office, sit there and go back to the dormitory. I cried so many times in 
my office and I hated being isolated. But there was nothing else I could do. The situation 
only changed until one day, a new male college has offended the head of the office and 
he decided to isolate him. Only by then they started to talk to me again so that I could 
cooperate with them to isolate another person. It was the hardest three months in my life. 

While women play extremely important roles in the transnational company, the technical 

organization of labor exploits the fact that they work very hard. The workplace maintains 

this norm by deploying patriarchal practices towards women, which in reality often 

forces women to work harder for more recognition. 

Simultaneously, a desexualized discourse imposes another discursive fence on 

Chinese women. I believe gender segmentation in labor market participation is largely 

responsible for maintaining and reproducing prejudices which often translate to practices 

against women. Although in China, women’s labor market participation is prevalent in 

urban areas, a narrow range of access and choices of employment opportunities still 

largely circumscribe them as a result of male domination and the inferior valuation of 

their labor power (Green, p.317). These realities from China are important preexisting 

subjectivities that are weaved into the patriarchal discipline and labor control in the 

heavily and traditionally male dominated construction industry. Such subjectivities are 

deployed to shape women’s labor process during which women themselves become 

active participants. 

The green metal fence around their dormitory is the material assurance and 

marker of their contained sexuality. When men claim that the fence can protect women 
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from male aggression, they expect Chinese women to only engage in “proper” 

relationships, such as with acceptable Chinese men. Not only symbolically, in reality, 

female staff’s personal relationships have often been made into part of work that the 

management tries to intervene.  

I observed that female workers living inside the fence felt more restricted than 

protected by the fence. During their social interactions, the fence made them highly 

sensitive to whether or not another female colleague was inside the fence at the right 

time, especially at night. Then women living inside the camp would spread gossips 

among themselves about other women who did not observe the curfews and schedules. 

The gossips often eventually escape the fence. Consequently, many women perceive the 

fence to be a pressure exerted to discipline them instead of giving them protection. 

Through the spatial demarcation, labor control thus regulates women’s behaviors and 

social interactions according to criteria held towards women in Chinese society.  

 Jing is a twenty-eight year old Chinese female interpreter. According to 

traditional Chinese cultural ideologies, a woman at her age should stay “single and pure” 

before engaging in a serious relationship that leads to marriage instead of keeping her 

options open. By the time I met Jing, She had recently started dating a Chinese engineer 

who was scheduled to return to China in two weeks. Both Jing’s male and female 

colleagues were uncomfortable with her relationship. I heard many times their comments 

behind her back. They often commented that “the relationship develops too fast” 

especially given that “he is going to leave very soon”. Jing’s fifty-year old female 

Chinese roommate was especially uncomfortable about her “loose” behaviors. The 

roommate complained to me once while we were chatting:  
After she starts dating, she never comes back to sleep. She sometimes comes back at 3 or 
4 a.m., or sometimes she does not come back at all…I don’t understand young women 
today. How can they be with other men so easily? But I think she [Jing] is a very clever 
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woman. She knows that she has to grab and hold on to someone with potentials when 
there is a chance. In this respect, I respect her decision. 

In fact, Jing is defiant of other people’s moral judgments on her. Instead of staying in the 

female dormitory, Jing decides to stay with her boyfriend in his single room. Her 

behavior is not acceptable according to traditional Chinese cultures, especially the 

patriarchal control over unmarried maids. Thus, the company’s control, which seeks to 

regulate women’s social interaction with men, also influences how they associate with 

other women in workplace.  

Many female workers who exert pressure to straighten their own and others 

behaviors according to the patriarchal expectations and control have internalized the 

control. Thus, when Jing moved out of the fenced dormitory, she challenged the 

problematic expectations. While Jing stays outside the fence, she also moves her 

belongings to another room so that when she returns, she can stay with other younger 

women with whom she shares more understanding and finds less judgment. Therefore in 

fact, Jing does not rigidly see the dormitory as a hopeless space of domination and 

control. She actually develops a more complicated attachment to this space.  

Not only Jing, I observed that many women living in the dormitory try to make 

themselves feel more at home in a strange place where they do not belong. While they 

almost always stay in the dormitory after work, they talk to their friends through the 

Internet, watch Chinese television programs, and develop new friendships here. Perhaps, 

these are the subtle ways women contest the classifications of them. The dormitory has 

become a site where women experience both restriction and a certain degree of 

maneuver. Besides peer pressure and gossips, the women can find comfort in connecting 

with and talking to those who listen to them and understand them. But paradoxically, the 

way they achieve this freedom is precisely by confining themselves within the controlled 

space, both physically and symbolically. In other words, the resistance does not cancel 
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out the effect of labor control and domination that has taken root and thrived in a way 

that is largely misrecognized. 

One reason labor control has gained efficacy is because it depends on prevalent 

patriarchal norms imposed on women’s relationships in Chinese society. Such norms 

become important factors in shaping women’s experiences with relationship in the 

workplace. In the project, objective practices in demarcating spaces and division further 

condition women’s adaptation to control. Eileen used to be pursued by a male engineer in 

the company. After she knew more about this man, she decided that they were not 

suitable for each other. But the colleagues, especially those among the management, 

already regarded her relationship as an ordained and approved relationship. So when she 

broke up with the man, it ended in a very bad situation. The management “talked” and 

“asked” her whether she was sure about her decision. The company’s intervention does 

not come from thin air. As many other older women told me, a relationship between 

people who both work for the company can signal a more secured dedication to it once 

both people feel more bounded with the company. Therefore, regulating female 

employees’ relationships is integral to labor control.  

 Mei’s romantic relationship is also very intertwined with frustrations she 

experiences in the workplace. She used to date an engineer who holds a PhD degree when 

he worked in the project as an intern. When the relationship became more serious, Mei 

tried in vain to convince him to stay. She thought that with a PhD degree, this man could 

easily get a promotion and have very good future prospects in the company. When the 

man disagreed, the relationship failed. Now Mei still thinks that she cannot afford to 

change her job and expect to get a matching treatment after enduring so many hardships 

in her current position. Her experiences with the company and patriarchal pressure 

towards marriage in China push her to settle for the current relationship with a man who 
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works in the same project. She feels that she “had better take the chance”. Mei now 

thinks that love is only a small part of her life. Her work performances as a professional 

woman seem to be more central to her. Thus, while the management definitely plays a 

role in regulating the possible relationship women engage in the workplace, women 

themselves also internalize the disciplines and perform self-exploitation under labor 

control.  

Chinese women’s sexuality becomes an organic part under labor control which 

finds justifications from traditional Chinese values. Chinese women are either expected to 

be engaged in a “good” and “approved” relationship, or refrain from it completely. No 

wonder their desexualized characters have also become widely known in the site.  

An female Ecuadorian social worker describe to me in a casual conversation her 

impressions of Chinese women: 
Oh, those young daughters of mine are so delicate and pure. When they are in pain, if I 
ask them about intimate relations or touch their bodies to check for abnormal situations, 
they will instantly flush and most of them confide in me that they never had sexual 
relations with men. I believe most of them are still like this. 

As a cultural outsider, the social worker adopts the desexualization discourse and 

believes that is what Chinese women are expected to embody. Essentially, Chinese 

women’s sexuality are discursively curtailed by the desexualization discourse, policed by 

the fence, and regulated by the patriarchy interventions. Under the logic of labor control, 

professionalism and sexuality discourses are vigorous because they both appeal to 

Chinese female workers to embody Chinese society’s norms and expectations and to 

forge particular attachments to their own work in the project.  

Then how does Chinese women’s response to professionalism and sexuality 

influence their relations with the objective realities? I find that there is a pattern which I 

refer to as “paradoxical space” that can characterize Chinese women’s circumstances. 
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The paradox lies in the fact that the fence is both a site of circumscription and a marked-

out space seemingly outside of the company’s control. The fence marks out a paradoxical 

space for women. It is a place that confines certain bodily freedoms, a place that provides 

possible room for reclaiming agency through various activities they engage in, and a 

place labor control gets internalized and prevail despite resistance. Hence, when Chinese 

women “submit” themselves even to the discursive boundaries (professionalism and 

sexism), they become active agents whose resistance fulfills the capitalist re/production.  

In terms of professionalism, Eileen has worked very diligently in the project for 

three years. Because she has a heavy workload and a demanding director, over the years, 

she has perfected her Spanish to a near-native level and made strong personal and 

business connections with the company’s Ecuadorian business partners. She tells me that 

it is easy for her to change a job if she decides to work for an Ecuadorian company in 

interpreting or commercial management positions. But at the same time, Eileen is waiting 

for a promotion in the company by working harder. In terms of the maneuver against the 

sexuality discourse, most Chinese women unwittingly ended up subscribing to labor 

control. In this scenario, it is important to recognize that for many professional women, 

working in a transnational company has already meant a delay of marriage and challenge 

to the patriarchal expectations and limitations imposed on them compared to working 

inside China. Jing, for example, pushes against the fence more directly and strongly by 

engaging in “inappropriate relationships” so as to claim her own bodily autonomy and 

agency. Mei, on the other hand, comes to the resolution that her marriage can stabilize 

her social status and professional security so that she can dedicate to her career and gain 

more professional advancement. So although it is the company that wants to see Mei 

dedicate herself to work even harder, she herself considers it a beneficial move to her 

own emotional and economic wellbeing.  
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Therefore, paradoxically and ironically, the types of agency they exercise only 

serve to reinforce the patriarchal labor control in the project and confine them within the 

categorization as hardworking and docile workers. Thus for most Chinese women, 

instead of fiercely resisting the professional and desexualized discourses, they seem to 

affirm their values by embodying and becoming professional women that the discourses 

seek to turn them into.  

Myth about Ecuadorian women—“Ecuadorian women are unprofessional and 

open4.” 

Ecuadorian women are also confined by the interplay between patriarchal norms 

and labor control. But such control categorizes Ecuadorian women differently from 

Chinese women. These different systems of classification to achieve the same ends bring 

what I call cultural politics to the fore. In contrast to Chinese female employees, 

Ecuadorian women are said to be unprofessional and open. In fact, in the project, 

Ecuadorian women occupy very low status jobs including cleaners, kitchen maids, social 

workers and secretaries.  

Chinese engineers and administrators working with Ecuadorian secretaries 

frequently complain about how difficulty it is to have them accomplish an assignment 

efficiently. Even after they overcome the initial language barrier, there is still a general 

sense that Ecuadorian secretaries are very low skill workers who do not even take their 

jobs seriously. One department director emphasizes the point and complains:  
Look, they [the Ecuadorian secretaries] are putting on make-ups in front of the 
computers, talking to their friends and simply sitting around in the office. It is hard for 
me to assign them any particular tasks and expect them to accomplish. 

                                                
4 In Chinese, particularly in this context, the word “open” (Kai Fang in Chinese) is used as a euphemism 
for loose, sexually open. 
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Apart from secretaries, a large number of Ecuadorian female employees work as 

cleaning maids and kitchen helpers in the project. I conducted interviews with female 

Ecuadorian cleaning maids and kitchen helpers during lunch breaks. They often displayed 

a fear towards their Chinese supervisors who are said to be constantly keeping an eye on 

them to make sure they are actually working. Looking around to make sure there are no 

supervisors patrolling down the hallway, a cleaning lady told me: 
My supervisor always thinks I am taking time off from work. She will watch us work 
constantly. If she sees me taking a break, she will assume that I am taking a break the 
whole time when I should be working.  

Thus, the unprofessional female Ecuadorian discourse circulates widely and 

reinforces itself through social interactions. It renders Ecuadorian women in the 

professional field as readily exploitable and receptive to the low status jobs. Many of the 

female Ecuadorian employees are women who are in the job market for the first time, or 

women who come from rural backgrounds, especially those who are in the most 

elementary jobs. I have talked to many of them who told me that it was their first formal 

employment outside of housework or farm work. The unprofessional discourse 

capitalizes on their inexperience with the professional world and projects them as a 

source of flexible and less politicized laborers. In this way, labor control can manage to 

secure a stable and exploitable Ecuadorian female working population. 

Besides comments on their professional levels, rumor has it that Ecuadorian 

women are sexually open. The Ecuadorian social worker Sally at the camp mentions 

several times that Chinese male workers told her that Ecuadorian women would enter 

their rooms at night and offer themselves to these men. According to Sally, male Chinese 

workers describe themselves as feeling “outrageous, bewildered and eventually amenable 

to” the women entered their rooms. Therefore, it is commonly believed that Ecuadorian 

women are hyper-sexualized and primitive beings. The moral laxity of Ecuadorian 
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women repeatedly appear in many other conversations and social interactions. Chinese 

people often conflate these perceived moral characters with low professional skills in the 

workplace and undermine the possibilities for promotion.   

These perceptions have also come to shape the social aspect of labor process 

Ecuadorian women experience in workplace. The following observation depicts a 

culminating moment of hyper-sexualization of an Ecuadorian woman. In the 2013 

Christmas celebration held in the department’s office, the originally awkward atmosphere 

was animated when Ecuadorian secretaries are requested to dance. Soon, it was the turn 

for the twenty-year-old Ecuadorian secretary Ana. The crowd started to shout “mucha 

ropa” to her while the men quickly got up and started to make the “stage” for a pole 

dance to happen. Several men scoured the office in order to build a pole in the middle of 

the room. One of them grabbed a long paper roll; another guy brought tapes to fix two of 

these long rolls on a round water tank to raise the roll to be a pole.  

After declining few times, Ana finally gave in to the popular request. She put up 

an embarrassed smile and moved her body around the pole. As soon as the music 

sounded, she carried out her exaggerated moves around the pole. Every man held his 

phone to record this moment. When the dance came to an end, these men quickly pulled 

apart the creative pole while murmuring if the “leaders” see it, they would be in trouble 

and great embarrassment.  

For Ecuadorian female secretaries, this sexualized femininity has seriously limited 

their professional development as a result of their lower values made and justified by 

such discourses. The sexualized discourse also finds its deep roots in Ecuadorian 

society’s sexism and prejudices against women. Many Chinese workers and managers tell 

me anecdotes about Ecuadorian men’s polygamous family relations that involve a man 

and his multiple wives: 
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Sometimes the workers would miss their shift because they were demanded by several of 
their wives to return home for a visit. And it is natural for them to be absent from work in 
order to visit homes whenever their wives make a request. 

Then they often go on to comment on the fact that the female to male ratio in this 

country is imbalanced and that many Ecuadorian women they know in this area are single 

mothers. Their comments often imply a series of misrecognitions: they consider that 

Ecuadorian women are in large supply, sexually open and thus “cheap” for the labor 

market. As culturally others, Chinese managers and workers seem to have found the 

justification for the sexualized perceptions towards Ecuadorian women in the indigenous 

society’s attitudes towards women. The hyper-sexualization discourse, then, is 

constitutive of and constituted by the cheap labor value Ecuadorian women come to 

embody in the project.  

I observed that Ecuadorian female workers such as these secretaries are especially 

prone to stress and anxiety from being regarded as hyper-sexualized and low skill 

workers. They are aware of the discourses about them. How are Ecuadorian women 

conditioned by unprofessional and hyper-sexualizing classifications? In an interview with 

a secretary named Paola, she expresses that she is “happy” with her job: 
I do not have to do too much. I already know how things work and I just follow the steps. 
I am not assigned too complicated jobs and they are easy to do.  

Paola graduated from a two-year college and started to work in the project office 

as a secretary a year and a half ago. She spends a small fraction of her time to complete 

her daily tasks, including sending project progress archives to the archive offices or 

printing meeting materials. Then Paola spends the rest of the time talking with her other 

Ecuadorian secretary colleagues and surfing the Internet. Perhaps Paola truly enjoys the 

light workload when the idea that Ecuadorian women are unprofessional is widely 

accepted among other people in the office. Her attitudes reveal that she is conscious of 

her underemployment but do not mind making “easy money”. In fact, Ecuadorian female 
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employees resist the discursive fence that sexuality poses in very subtle ways. For 

example, I have heard in many occasions they express their preference for Chinese men 

over Ecuadorian men because “[Chinese men] are hardworking, less sexist, and more 

respectful than Ecuadorian men”. Whether or not some Ecuadorian women did “offer 

themselves to Chinese men” as the rumor has, they believe they are making a conscious 

judgment and exercising agency. Therefore, they resist the classification by precisely 

performing to embody their “exotic” and open nature. However, similar to the paradoxes 

facing Chinese women, their subtle resistance to the domination only seems to reinforce 

the unprofessional and open impressions used for labor control. 

Indeed, labor control, aided by patriarchy and profit-making incentives, penetrates 

social interactions in women’s labor process. For example, the unprofessional discourse 

constructs Chinese and Ecuadorian women as being out of place and unsuitable for the 

technocratic and administrative positions. It also differentiates and divides women 

according to national lines, relegating lower professional values to Chinese and 

Ecuadorian women. In a similar vein, labor control strategies not only deploy the 

sexuality discourse to confine female workers in their respective places, either as highly 

efficient professionals or as low status workers, they also use them to fulfill production 

purposes and social reproduction of domination and inequality. 

As I have tried to show, pre-existing social locations have informed contrasting 

discourses about Chinese and Ecuadorian women. Both discourses serve to exert control 

and discipline over female employees. Moreover, women are socialized into internalizing 

labor control. They unwittingly and passively submit to male domination in exchange for 

limited space for agency and maneuver. The structural schemes that underlie labor 

control, namely patriarchy and capital production system, seek to structure women 

according to their respective pre-existing subjectivities and current social relations. 
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However, although spatial practices and discourses on professional level and sexuality 

are interconnected and interdependent, as I have shown, these material and symbolic 

“fences”, systems of classification, are socially constructed and culturally conditioned.   
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Conclusion 

My field research in the Chinese transnational development project in Ecuador 

has gradually led me to refine my questions and focus on one question that I am 

especially captured by: How have Chinese transnational modernization projects in 

Ecuador effectively achieved labor control? In order to answer the question, I have 

focused my attention on discourses and practices about divisions and differences as they 

objectively structure Chinese and Ecuadorian employees’ labor process. Following Pierre 

Bourdieu’s roadmap for understanding why social agents do what they do, I have tried to 

demonstrate that these cultural and organizational logics are both structured by people’s 

pre-existing social experiences and subjectivities, as well as by the experiences with labor 

control in a practical way. 

I started by identifying and describing the existing categories Chinese 

transnational capital deploys in this hydroelectric project in order to manage the working 

population. From direct observation, I identified three categories, namely, professional 

ranking, nationality and gender as especially relevant in terms of structuring both the 

labor process and labor rights provisions at the camp. I examined the physical setting of 

the camp—the spatial arrangements of different functions and hierarchies behind the 

physical setting—as an objective reflection of the professional hierarchy that prioritizes 

technical organization at the project site. Because Chinese employees are brought in 

largely to engage in technical and administrative work while Ecuadorians mostly do 

manual work, the professional hierarchy, which necessarily privileges high-level 

professional skills, leads to segregation by nationality. The basic technical and social 

organization of the project is thus achieved by ranking differences in professional levels. 

All employees are first organized into a hierarchical organization structure based on 
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professional level. The resulting structure conditions their interactions based on their 

perceptions of the relative power distributions within the top-down hierarchy.  

The vertical and horizontal divisions and relationships which govern the 

interactions between the Chinese administrators and Ecuadorian workers bring to the fore 

the issue of nationality. Nationality in the transnational space creates segmentation in the 

technical and social organization of workers through discourse and practice. In the 

workplace, Chinese male workers are labeled “hard working Chinese”, while Ecuadorian 

workers as “intelligent but lazy Ecuadorians” and “hardworking and dumb Ecuadorians”. 

I explored the origins and effects of these discourses and practices by looking at Chinese 

and Ecuadorian workers’ routines and social relations in action. I then posit that 

maintaining such segmentation is one of the strategies aimed at regulating workers’ 

relations, both with their home society and with the workplace. This state of affairs, the 

need to control the labor force, provides an initial impetus for these discourses and 

practices to take root and to thrive. But more importantly, I intend to unveil the 

underlying political economic arrangements that continue to sustain this division. I thus 

provide evidence to argue that these discourses and practices concur with a simple 

disparity in wages: Chinese professional engineers and workers receive compensations 

according Chinese lower wage standards and norms without extra-hour compensations 

while Ecuadorian workers receive higher compensation according to local standards 

which strictly regulate extra-hour payments. Maintaining this status quo—Chinese 

workers take more skilled and time-consuming tasks while Ecuadorians engage in 

simpler work—provides a most profitable scenario for the project because Chinese staff 

and workers are perceived and encouraged to be always “hardworking” while Ecuadorian 

workers remain to work in lower-end jobs and work less.   
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In addition, I have tried to emphasize the truly important aspects that the category 

“nationality” entails. There are differences in labor rights and negotiating power among 

the differently categorized workers. I try to show how the Chinese workers’ lack of 

negotiating power and the Ecuadorian workers’ active access to negotiating power both 

originate from different perceptions of values and powers that the workers have 

developed in their respective Chinese and Ecuadorian indigenous societies. These 

perceptions of values and powers, however, do not in themselves sufficiently explain the 

contrastive labor demand behaviors unless they are accompanied by structural 

explanations. Therefore, I focus on identifying the institutional and hiring practices, 

compensation policies and union negotiating process which are key factors in that they 

further condition the workers’ rights and fair treatment. The conjunction of these 

objective and subjective conditions has created a situation in which the Chinese 

transnational workers are relatively powerless to change their working status and 

conditions compared to their more savvy Ecuadorian counterparts.   

I realize that nationality does not encapsulate all the subjectivities that contribute 

to the inequities in labor rights, treatment and socialization at the project. Because 

hydroelectric projects traditionally breed a very masculine working environment, I 

focused my attention on the female employees in the project to understand how their 

experiences manifest the labor control and resistance paradigm. I discovered that gender 

features are one of the most significant factors in regulating and disciplining the working 

population. My field observations document the workers’ everyday encounters with the 

transnational company’s practices and the meanings they attach to these daily 

experiences. Patriarchy surfaces as a prominent organizing principle that the company 

adopts in its relationships with employees, especially among its female employees. I 

found from a focused study of the discourses and practices of professional level and 
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sexuality about female employees that Chinese female workers are constructed as 

“professional and prudish” while their Ecuadorian counterparts are considered 

“unprofessional and loose”. In addition to making female employees into suitable and 

appropriate workers for the project, these discourses and practices seek to discipline the 

women’s social interactions as a way of ensuring their high-yield work performance 

while unfairly constraining their professional advancement. These findings shed light on 

Chinese capital’s gendered subject formation and the emergence of new subjectivities, 

particularly schemes of perception and appreciation. Although I focus on women’s 

experiences to illustrate the origin and effects of these discourses and practices, I found 

these gendered managerial logics are widely applied. In essence, labor control is asserted 

not only by controlling the physical setting and actual work process, but also by 

controlling and managing workers’ subjectivities, identities, social interactions and so 

forth.  

While Bourdieu advocates the structuring potentials of existing structures, he 

focuses his attention on empirical evidence for the analysis of power, habitus and 

capitals. Building on this tradition, I supplement my case with observations of nascent 

adaptations to and conditioning of new conditions. I was inspired by Bourdieu’s dynamic 

notion of contestation and polemic in social conditions to highlight the workers’ 

adaptations and responses to new social conditionings. In each chapter, I discuss the 

employees’ subjective experiences and their interplay with management practices and 

organizational arrangements. In chapter two, for example, I discuss episodes of learning 

to negotiate, however, to show how these Ecuadorian workers feebly adapt to their 

circumstances and try to reach a best solution within their constraints. I also show how 

Chinese male workers obviously lack the cultural and social capital compared to 
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Ecuadorian workers in terms of forwarding effective labor rights demands and 

negotiations.  

In chapter three, I show how the most dominated faction of the working 

population interacts with labor control. All the female employees engaged at the project 

site pushing against the patriarchal hierarchy in different ways to advance their careers 

and to protect themselves. However, the Chinese female employees, while struggling in 

different ways, have already identified thoroughly with the “professional and prudish” 

category. Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian female employees who interpret their own 

circumstances in more fluid and optimistic ways accept the dominant notion on their 

work: they identify with the idea that having a job and considerable freedom in their 

work a sign of their elevated personal autonomy. By paying attention to these aspects, I 

suggest that these divisions—nationality, professional ranking and gender—are not 

categorical. Rather, it is the economic, cultural and political backbones behind these 

categories that are truly structuring the workers’ experiences on these Chinese 

transnational projects in Ecuador.  

Based on my fieldwork and analysis, I have come to three conclusions: 

First, labor control in Chinese transnational modernization projects in Ecuador is 

enforced according to a unique practical logic. It capitalizes on Chinese and Ecuadorian 

workers subjective experiences with their own labor regimes and the current 

organizational arrangements. This practical logic then thrives on the differentiating 

categories that have developed a set of oppositions, namely between Chinese and 

Ecuadorians, bosses and workers, and male and female, to characterize social relations in 

the project. So labor control is a dynamic process which develops its own cultural and 

practical logics as it unfolds. As a result, workers of different cultural and social capitals 

are differently endowed in their abilities to demand labor rights provisions and 
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negotiations. In this scenario, I find it productive to look at both their respective abilities 

to make progress in these areas and appropriate organizational and institutional 

arrangements that make their demands effective or not. 

Second, Chinese modernization projects in Ecuador, Latin America, or in the 

developing world have not paid sufficient attention to their own cultural and practical 

logics in their management strategies. This lack of reflection has led to many scenarios of 

contestation and emerging complaints across all worker segments. Their global 

operations in many locales have increasingly introduced workers to different labor 

regimes and demand-making possibilities. These encounters have created increasingly 

prominent tensions. Chinese management strategies need to address the innate 

inequalities which characterize their organizational arrangements and treatment of 

workers. My preliminary research has been a first attempt to identify the inherent 

consequences of not making that effort.  

Third, on a theoretical level, Pierre Bourdieu’s practical logics, habitus and 

capital are illuminating approaches to the logics of labor control. Both the structured and 

deposited past of labor experiences and the interactions between workers and the 

management at the present matter to the social world. 

 

I have grown both intellectually and personally from the research and writing 

process. In the field, I often grappled with such dilemmas as how can I “objectively” 

present the technical and social organization in the workplace given my privileged 

identity as a Chinese woman from a major American research university. What does it 

mean when a Chinese firm grants me the opportunity to conduct research based on my 

nationality? And how can I establish trust with Ecuadorians if they perceive me as a 

potential “company spy” prying into their personal thoughts and feelings? As I am 
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writing, my own self-doubts have only increased. How should I interpret my observations 

of different people from the field? What can these individual workers’ experiences reveal 

about Chinese transnational capital? Who am I to assign meanings to random events that 

occurred during my short stay in the field?  

I have used the process of sifting the field data and writing the thesis to integrate 

my findings and understanding of these issues. I recognize that I have not “objectively” 

represented what I discovered in the field. Based on my own Chinese cultural heritage, I 

had easier access to the Chinese side of the story. I was able to explore it in more depth. 

So my thesis looks more at Chinese workers experience of labor control in transnational 

modernization projects in Ecuador. As a Chinese woman who speaks both Chinese and 

Spanish, I could carry out conversations and interviews in a less intimidating way with 

most people and had easier access to get women’s trust and their stories. Therefore my 

representation of Chinese women’s experience with the patriarchal labor control system 

is substantially more detailed. I reconciled with potentially tendencies to be biased and 

tried to present a fuller version of these people’s stories by withdrawing myself from 

interpreting for them or adopting their own interpretations.  

As to my own thesis, I wish I had more time and access to explore the Ecuadorian 

side of the story, especially the dynamics of their interactions with Chinese people in 

their non-work relations. Inevitably, I had limited time in the field to collect data and 

conduct in-depth participant observation and interviews. So I have only limited evidence 

and stories for my thesis. Thus as I am exploring the grand theme, labor control in 

Chinese transnational modernization projects in Ecuador, I am fully aware that this single 

case study is not sufficient. So I limit my claims and observations within this particular 

project while suggesting that there might be similar institutional arrangements, 
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managerial styles and cultural logics more generally that are shaping the labor process in 

Chinese transnational modernization projects in Ecuador.  

More and more students and scholars are interested in exploring China’s role and 

impact on the modernization process in Latin America. As I learned from my own 

preliminary research, future research could penetrate more deeply into the institutional 

paradigm in terms of its labor and employment configuration between Chinese and other 

foreign governments to set up a background for exploring individual experiences within 

each case study. There should be more longitudinal studies that access the long-term 

effects of these arrangements in terms of employment and local development when 

Chinese companies run projects in different places in Ecuador and other Latin American 

countries. Such studies should focus on the long-term social, environmental and 

developmental impacts. Similarly, it would be interesting to trace how differentiated 

labor treatment, contestations and rights and cultural issues have been received and 

internalized by Chinese workers when they return to China to continue their work or by 

Ecuadorians who choose to continue working with Chinese enterprises in Ecuador. I have 

only identified some prominent themes that might create more long-term effects without 

being able to assess such impacts. This could be one of the foci in my future research. 
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