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Abstract

The concept of “labor protection” originated from European labor movements in the
early nineteenth Century. While it is widely acknowledged that labor activism played an
important role in the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) revolutionary history, “labor
protection” has been overlooked by scholars. This dissertation investigates the CCP’s labor
protection policy through the lens of a curious drink known as salt soda (yan gishui), which
was integral to the ruling party’s labor protection policy in the People’s Republic of China,
and explores the main causes leading to its failure as a labor protection measure.

In addition to the introduction and conclusion, this dissertation consists of four
chapters. Chapter one investigates the birth of salt soda in the early years of the People’s
Republic. Shortly after the CCP ascended to national power, it shifted the focus of labor
protection from establishing relevant regulations to providing practical measures against
occupational diseases due to excessive industrial production prompted by the outbreak of
the Korean War in 1950. To prevent workers’ heatstroke occurring on factory floors, the
Tianjin Steelwork drew on the Soviet Union's experience of labor protection and began in
1952 to prepare salt soda, which was considered to be a refreshing drink and effective in
remedying the loss of salt in the human body. After the “Heatstroke Prevention” (fangshu
jiangwen) movement launched by the CCP in 1954, more and more factories began to

mass-produce salt soda. Since then, the distribution of salt soda had become a priority in



the CCP’s labor protection policy. A large number of soda stations were established and
became indispensable features of state-run factories.

Chapter two reveals the problems in the distribution of salt soda in state-run factories
during the First Five-Years Plan. These problems are firstly attributed to conflicts between
administration and trade union over whether salt soda should be defined as “welfare”.
Secondly, people from different backgrounds engaged in the production and distribution
salt soda had starkly distinct concerns and found little common ground, further impeding
the policy’s implementation.

Chapter three analyses the role salt soda played in the official propaganda during the
Great Leap Forward movement. During the Great Leap Forward movement, salt soda
frequently featured in political propaganda as a symbol of industrial achievement. As far
as the CCP was concerned, salt soda was not just a “socialist welfare” item but a magical
supplement that enhanced workers’ productivity. This view was reflected in the narrative
strategy of propaganda texts and the composition of propaganda images. In short,
Communist officials considered salt soda not only as an item of consumption but also as
one embedded in the production process.

Taking into account that debates surrounding salt soda ended with the Great Leap
Forward movement, the epilogue briefly surveys the distribution of salt soda from 1963 to
present-day China. During that time, Communist officials emphasized the significance of

the salt soda in terms of both political ideals and practical functions. At the same time, salt



soda became available beyond the factory floor as a regular drink for ordinary people in
1970s.

By tracing the development of salt soda, the dissertation sheds new light on labor
protection policy in Communist China and provides a new perspective for researching

labor issues in present-day China.
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1930s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp.89-109.
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(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), pp. 26-47.

*¥ Liang Yao, “Consuming Science: A History of Soft Drinks in Modern China,” (Ph.D. dissertation,
Georgia Institute of Technology, 2015), pp.214-262.
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