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To Make the First Global Assembly Line:

General Instrument, Taiwan, and the Institutions
of Rural-Urban Migration, 1964-1990

Hsin-Hsing Chen™

Abstract

The first “marquila” or export-processing plant in the world,
the General Instrument, Taiwan, (GIT) plant located in Hsintien,
Taiwan can be said to be the forerunner of the “global assembly
line,” which is the main feature of today’s capitalist globalization.
This article traces the changes of workforce recruitment atterns
and practices of GIT from the 1960s to the 1990s, and discusses
how these processes helped to shape the faces of today’s urban
working class in Taiwan. To meet the accelerating profit and
demands, GIT and other marquilas instituted aggressive
recruitment tactics pursuing human resources deposits from the
far corners of the island. The corporations also established
institutions for habilitating young rural workers to the urban lives,
with the help of schools, churches, government and other
institutions. During the decades of frenzy urban-rural migration
in the 1970s and 1980s, the main channels of the big
corporations’ recruitment changed from particularist to more
universalist in nature. However, after the end of the era,
particularist hiring methods gained advantage again. Using the
historical material, the author argues against the simple

*Graduate Institute for Social Transformation Studies, Shih-Hsin University, Taipei, Taiwan.
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economistic views about the labor market and the objectivist
view of “skill,” and calls for a more sophisticated analyses that
can link developments in the labor market to transformation in
other social dimensions.

Keywords: labor history—Taiwan, recruitment, urban-rural
migration, labor market, export-processing industry



