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Abstract

In this thesis, I study the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike of 1925-1926. My analysis
differs from past studies’ suggestions that the strike was a libertarian eruption of mass
protest against British imperialism and the Hongkong Government, which, according
to these studies, exploited and oppressed Chinese in Guangdong and Hongkong. |
argue that a political party, the CCP, led, organised, and nurtured the strike. It
centralised political power in its hands and tried to impose its revolutionary visions
on those under its control. First, I describe how foreign trade enriched many people
outside the state. I go on to describe how Chinese-run institutions governed
Hongkong's increasingly settled non-elite Chinese population. I reject ideas that
Hongkong's mixed-class unions exploited workers and suggest that revolutionaries
failed to transform Hongkong society either before or during the strike. My thesis
shows that the strike bureaucracy was an authoritarian power structure; the strike’s

unprecedented political demands reflected the CCP's revolutionary political platform,
which was sometimes incompatible with the interests of Hongkong's unions.

I suggest that the revolutionary elite's goals were not identical to those of the
unions it claimed to represent: Hongkong unions preserved their autonomy in the
face of revolutionaries' attempts to control Hongkong workers. Other writers have
concentrated on the actions of Chinese revolutionaries, Hongkong's Chinese elite,
and the Hongkong Government during the strike; my approach is unique because |
focus on Hongkong's smaller unions, who fought revolutionaries' attempts to impose
their own conception of a "modern” society. Finally, I show that, although the strike
leadership gained control over a strike bureaucracy and built a solid power base
through alliances with union leaders, its mass support ebbed away. The strike's main
policy, a boycott of Hongkong trade, created opposition to the strike from
merchants, peasants, and workers, which opposition GMD politicians exploited to
bring the strike to an end.
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Notes on Format

This study uses the pinyin system of romanisation, i.e., Guangdong not Kwangtung
and Deng Zhongxia not Teng Chung-hsia. Names that are so familiar in other
romanisations that, in my judgement, it would be confusing to use pinyin have been
left unaltered. Such names include Chiang Kai-shek, Sun Yat-sen, and Ho Kai.

Throughout most of this study, I have used the spelling Hongkong rather than
Hong Kong. For consistency I have spelt other Chinese words in pinyin 1n the same
way, i.e., by running syllables together to form words as in "Gongren zhi lu" not

Gong ren zhi lu. Where titles of works in the bibliography use the spelling Hong
Kong and when quoting directly from such works, I have used the original spelling.

I refer to Chinese newspapers and periodicals by their pinyin romanisation
and follow it with an English translation the first time they appear in the main text.
For example, Gongren zhi lu (Workers' Road), which appears as Gongren zhi lu
throughout this study. Normally I translate societies' and unions' names into English.
However, when such societies are best known by their Chinese names, I have not

translated them; for example, the Xingzhonghui, Po Leung Guk, and the Lianyi

Society. When I translate society and union names from Chinese sources, I give their
pinyin romanisation the first time they appear in the main text, either in brackets or in
a footnote if there is insufficient space, for example, in a table.

I have used the following abbreviations:

GMD: Guomindang (Nationalist Party)

CCP: Chinese Communist Party

ACFTU: All-China Federation of Trade Unions
GFWU: Guangzhou Foreign-Employed Workers' Union
HFWU: Hongkong Foreign-Employed Workers' Union.

The abbreviations GMD and CCP appear throughout the thesis, whereas
ACFTU, GFWU, and HFWU appear in tables to save space.



Introduction

A study of the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike of 1925-1926 has much relevance to
China’'s situation today, for present-day China, as in the 1920s, is opening its
economy to international markets. A study of the economy and politics of the 1920s,
when China had long been exposed to foreign trade, helps one to understand the
choices facing China's leaders now. This study is relevant to the question of
Hongkong's future, too. By examining the factors behind the Guangzhou-Hongkong
strike, one can better understand present day demand for social and political change
in Hongkong.

Many past studies of Chinese history have used systemic analyses to explain
Chinese social movements. For example, as I discuss in chapter 1, some academics
have suggested that either nationalism or class oppression caused the revolution in
China between 1925 and 1926. Most such analyses, however, have so far been based
on few detailed studies of revolutionary movements. Writers who advance abstract
systemic interpretations of the causes of revolution (such as imperialist and colonial
"oppression") often advance our understanding of the process of revolutionary
change, but it is sometimes fruitful to look at interactions among individuals and
small political groups to explain social movements and thereby develop a base of
smaller-scale, detailed analyses of particular movements on which broad systemic
theories can then be built. In this study, I take a narrow look at the details of the
Guangzhou-Hongkong strike; instead of using systemic theories to explain the strike,
I describe what happened to small groups of people who participated in the strike,
including revolutionaries, unions, and union leaders.

My thesis divides into two parts. In the first part, I deal with the historical
context of the strike, outline the theoretical framework of my study, and examine
social and economic conditions in Guangdong and Hongkong. In the second part of
my thesis, I describe the strike movement and draw conclusions from the evidence ]
have presented.

In chapter 1, 1 explain my theoretical approach to studying the strike. 1
consider the question of what causes people to rebel and examine other questions
relevant to the study of revolution. I go on to review some of the ideas and attitudes



that historians have expressed about Guangdong in the 1920s and that are useful for
a study of the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike.

In chapter 2, 1 describe the economic and political environment in Guangdong
in the 1920s and focus on the positive effects of foreign trade on subregional
economies in Guangdong. I demonstrate that the position of Hongkong in the
economy and politics of Guangdong was that not of a cancer but of a catalyst. ]
suggest that regional and subregional organisations prospered from foreign trade and
became more powerful relative to central authorities, i.e., the Guangdong
Government or, in Hongkong, the Hongkong Government and some of the Chinese
elite's governmental institutions.

In chapter 3, I present my view of the development of Hongkong society and
government and the economic and political relationship between Guangdong and the
colony. I examine the development of Hongkong's Chinese elite and show how it
grew to control an increasingly settled but fragmented Hongkong community. ]
present a view of Hongkong society as not an excessively oppressive, racist, and
alien society as experienced by its Chinese population but a relatively free society
compared to China and one governed partly by Hongkong's Chinese.

In chapter 4, 1 describe Hongkong non-elite society and look at workers’
organisations. This description deals mainly with Hongkong unions and uses
memoirs, official Hongkong Government reports, and past research to portray the
internal structure of Hongkong workers' organisations. 1 examine, too, in how far
"modern”! Hongkong unions differed from "backward" ones and whether unions’
internal structure was simply authoritarian or whether it contained some limited
democratic elements.

Chapter 5 concludes part 1 of my thesis. In it, I study past Hongkong social
movements and examine the aims of revolutionaries and workers in these
movements. By examining previous strikes and boycotts, I trace the development of
Hongkong politics, explore the specific interests of revolutionaries and Hongkong
unions before the strike, and make some generalisations about the methods political
leaders used to launch social movements in Hongkong. I argue that revolutionaries’

ideas generally left Hongkong politics unchanged.

Part 2 begins, in chapter 6, with an examination of the outbreak of the
Guangzhou-Hongkong strike. In this chapter, I demonstrate that the strike was a
well-organised movement rather than a spontaneous, violent eruption of mass
discontent. I show the contribution to organising the strike, rallying support, and
causing panic and chaos in the colony that Hongkong's small, long-established unions

1 "Modern” in the sensc that these new trade unions conformed to revolutionarics' ideas of modern
workers' organisations. In my theoretical approach 1o the study of the strike, I consider briefly the
link between revolution and modernisation.



made, which contribution past studies of the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike have
neglected. I have researched many unpublished memoirs written by CCP leaders and
activists and held at the Guangdong General Trade Union to find evidence about the
role of Hongkong's union leaders in the strike and the boycott of trade with Great
Britain and Hongkong. Chinese writers have always considered these Hongkong
unionists to be "scab-union leaders" and have ignored their role or treated them with
disdain. Western writers, too, have ignored the popularity and influence of
Hongkong's smaller trade unions among Hongkong's non-elite Chinese population.
In chapter 7, I describe how the CCP used the revolutionary situation in
Guangzhou to build a large strike bureaucracy, which exercised wide powers over
workers' day-to-day lives. By studying the reaction of Hongkong union leaders to the
creation of the strike bureaucracy, I show that the CCP and many Hongkong union
leaders who wanted to remain independent reached an uneasy compromise rather

than forged a solid alliance.
In chapter 8, I consider in a more general way the nature of the relationship

between the strike leadership and its mass support. 1 suggest that the strike's
propaganda and education activities concentrated on creating a unified strike
movement under CCP control and discuss to what extent these activities formed
authoritarian power relationships between the central state and local society rather
than empowered individuals.

In chapter 9, I look at the difficulties that strike leaders met when they
implemented the strike's trade-union unification movement, in particular the problems
of subordinating unions' sectional interests to what the strike leaders perceived as the
common good. I determine whether the CCP's policies of trade-union unification

succeeded in creating a unified working-class movement or simply built an
authoritarian power structure led by the Strike Committee.

In chapter 10, 1 briefly describe some of the factors that contributed to the
termination of the strike and look at some of the actions of Hongkong's Chinese elite
during the strike. I suggest that the strike ended not solely because of ideological
conflict between the GMD and CCP but also because of conflicts between local

powers in Guangdong and the Strike Committee that eroded the strike's mass
support and fuelled increasingly strong political opposition to the strike.

In chapter 11, my conclusion, I draw together the various ideas and themes
examined in the thesis and present a complete view of the Guangzhou-Hongkong
strike. Although the events described in this study took place nearly seventy years
ago, they have some relevance to Hongkong society today. The conclusion of this
thesis attempts briefly to show the value of a study of the Guangzhou-Hongkong
strike to questions faced by today's Hongkong.



Part 1
The Historical Context of the Strike

Part 1 contains my theoretical approach to this study and my description of the

historical background to the strike. I explore the effects on the Guangdong economy
of foreign trade, examine the development of Hongkong society, and describe the
nature of Hongkong workers' organisations. Finally, I present a view of Hongkong's
past mass movements and show how the interests of revolutionaries and local
political groups were sometimes incompatible. Throughout part 1, I argue against
using oversimplified notions of imperialist oppression, impoverished masses, and
disadvantaged populations as causes of the strike. I concentrate instead on showing
which groups had the power, money, and will to launch a strike against the
Hongkong Government.



Chapter 1
Approach to the Study of the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike

In this chapter, I outline my theoretical approach to the study of the strike. First, I
discuss a theoretical model for the study of revolution. I argue against vague notions
of mass discontent as the cause of revolutionary movements and suggest that to
understand social unrest one must examine the forms of political organisation
employed by those taking part in the unrest and identify their specific interests in
joining a protest movement. Then, I briefly examine the role of class analysis in my
thesis and go on to look at past approaches to the revolution in Guangdong in the
1920s. I reject the idea that classes, as Marxists understand the term, were the main
actors in the revolution; instead I suggest that specific political groups that sought
their own sectional advantage were the strike's actual protagonists. In the conclusion
to this chapter, I set out the main points of my approach before I go on to test it

against the evidence.



Theories of revolution

"Volcanic" 1s how Aya (1990) describes theories that see revolution as a sudden,
overwhelming, and spontaneous outbreak of collective violence. Whether particular
theories of this sort stress economic, cultural, structural, or class tensions, the
assumption that "volcanic" theories make is the same: deep grievances cause the
worst-off sections of society to revolt against the ruling elite until state power falls
into their hands. "Volcanic" theories differ most significantly in their perception of
the causes of popular discontent. I use Aya's term "volcanic” to emphasise the
weakness of studies that rely too heavily on such theories and simply describe
revolutions as outbreaks of mass discontent without paying due attention to the role
played by revolutionaries in leading and organising social movements. Many

revolutionaries claim rhetorically to be leaders of spontaneous eruptions of mass
discontent, but few revolutionaries actually make the mistake (common in certain

schools of historiography) of confusing such rhetoric for reality.
Economic theories of revolution in the "volcanic” class claim that revolutions

spring either from immiseration of one section of society or from social tensions due
to the economic exploitation of one section of society by another. This claim has led
to theories of revolution that concentrate on the condition of the poor in times not
only of economic recession but also of prosperity, when the condition of the
labourer, for example, improves at a lesser rate than that of the proprietor or
landlord. Discontent is likely not only when the labourer receives paltry reward for
his work but also when his reasonable expectations are dashed. Davies claims that
revolutions are most likely to happen "when a prolonged period of objective
economic and social development is followed by a period of sharp reversal” and that
their main cause is a feeling that hard-eamed prosperity may be quickly lost (Davies
1971: 133). Adas, who writes about popular movements against colonial authorities
and has a different perspective from Davies, still believes that popular frustration and
deprivation cause rebellion and suggests that a sense of loss of community in the face

of colonialism often causes rebellion (Adas 1979: 44).

Davies assumes that revolutionary potential is due to frustration but fails to
identify how frustration becomes political action. Johnson suggests that popular
discontent is "at best weakly associated with individual differences in potential or
actual participation in aggressive action" (Johnson 1983: 172). Aya is more definite
in his rejection of "volcanic"” theories. He believes that volcanic theories reduce
specific grievances to vague notions of generalised discontent. He writes: "[V]olcanic
theorists cannot show the presence of frustration, deprivation, or strain independent
of the revolutions they supposedly produce" (Aya 1990: 48). Volcanic theories lack a



framework of analysis that reveals how political groups mobilise revolutionary
support.

To provide such a framework, one needs to examine political groups in
society. Theories of revolution that take this view are known as structural theories.
Analysis of the structure of society can show the relative strength of different
political groups. In later chapters, for example, I describe how subregional political
groups 1n Guangdong and Hongkong grew in power and undermined the influence of
central government structures. Structural theories of revolution stress the importance
of revolutionising social structures and claim revolution takes place through a
process of democratisation, modernisation, or changes in society's class structure.
Smelsner suggests that revolutions are responses to an "imbalance"” in the social
system and argues that revolutionary behaviour is the product of "something wrong
in the social environment” (Smelsner 1962: 47). Huntingdon expresses similar views
and claims revolution is "more likely to occur in societies that have experienced some
social and economic development and where the processes of political development
have lagged behind the process of social and economic change” (Huntingdon 1968:

265).

Structural theorists suggest that some societies can transform potentially
revolutionary movements into non-violent political protest. For example, peasant
societies have a large number of voluntary intermediary associations between the
individual and the state, which associations absorb and pacify popular discontent. As
a consequence, structural theories claim that peasant revolution is most likely to
occur only after a sudden overwhelming shock to the prevailing system (Aya 1990:
48).

Detining revolution by great transformations in the structure of society has
two weaknesses. First, if no transformation happened, then, by implication, no
revolution could ever have taken place. Structural theories must judge revolutions by
the intentions of the revolutionary elite to transform social structures and by the
outcome of the revolution once revolutionaries have seized political power. The
Intentions of the revolutionaries may, however, emerge only after the revolutionary
war. Intentions that are not particularly revolutionary may power great revolutions.
Second, many sociologists make the mistake of suggesting that societies, rather than
revolutionaries, cause revolutions.

Because popular discontent and public grievances exist to a greater or lesser
degree in any society, one must study not how these grievances came about or how
acute they might be, but how revolutionaries mobilise particular grievances. One

needs a model of revolution that traces the emergence of new political groups and
studies their evolution to positions of political power hostile to the ruling elite and
strong enough to compete for political control, i.e., a political model of revolution. In



China in the 1920s, such groups included political parties, trade unions, subregional

groups, peasant associations, militias, and merchant groups.
Political theories of revolution hold that the position of the state in a society

iIs central to understanding and defining revolutions. One must treat the state as "an
analytically distinct category from either the class structure upon which it is based or
the social values that it may embody." The state is "more complex than the simple
repository of political legitimacy and the expression of generalized and consensually
held political values” (Kimmel 1990: 146). Revolution is, of course, a fight for
control over the state. Both states and their challengers have their own political
platforms or revolutionary visions: revolution is the attempt to seize power to impose
these visions.

Thlly (1978) develops an idea called "multiple sovereignty" based on the
notion of "dual power" in Trotsky (1959 [1932]) and an article by Amann (1962).
Multiple sovereignty is an attempt not to define revolution but to avoid dogmatic
definitions of revolution by describing what a revolutionary situation looks like.
Amann’s approach, which sparked Tilly's analysis, is clear and straightforward. He
says:

As 1 define it, revolution prevails when the state's monopoly of power is effectively

challenged and persists until a monopoly of power is re-established. Such a

definition avoids a number of traditional problems; the fine distinction between a

[coup d'état] and a revolution; the degree of social change necessary beforc a

movement may be called revolutionary; the possibility of a conservative

revolution; the uncertain differentiation between wars of independence, civil wars

and revolutions (Amann 1962: 39).

Revolutions are ultimately a bid for state power. Traditional beliefs,
ideologies, economic conditions, and social structures still have a place in the study
of revolutions. However, these factors play a greater role in the drafting of party
manifestos, revolutionary tactics, or the reorganisation that takes place in society
after the revolutionary war. Because the process of revolution is the attempt to seize
political power, to understand the process of revolution one must study the groups
that mobilise revolutionary forces. In the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike these groups
included political parties and Hongkong trade unions. In my thesis, 1 identify the
ways in which these organisations mobilised support for the revolution.

Revolution, bureaucracy, and modernisation

Revolutions frequently build large bureaucracies. According to Weber (1958),
revolutionary leaders are generally charismatic individuals and visionaries who alone



can mobilise revolutionary support. Weber argues that charisma 1s personal and
transient; to maintain control over society for future generations and to prevent the
revolution devolving back into pre-revolutionary social orders, revolutionaries
generally replace existing institutions and bureaucracies with larger and more
pervasive institutions of their own (Weber 1958: 125-128). Tilly points out that
political competition among states causes rulers to establish stronger, more
centralised bureaucracies to increase their tax base and prepare for war (Tilly 1984:
75). Political competition between states is liable to create large bureaucracies; so,
too, is conflict between political factions.

Population growth and mobility, foreign trade, and an increase in local power
in China during the Qing dynasty severely weakened the power of China's imperial
bureaucracy to interfere in local society (Rankin 1986: 16).2 The Guangzhou-
Hongkong strike, however, reversed this process. In later chapters, I describe how
the CCP built a huge bureaucracy to expand its mass base and support its tiny party

membership. The institutions that CCP revolutionaries created to control the strike
demonstrate their attempt to be sole leaders of the workers' movement (Wilbur and

How 1989: 163). The CCP wanted direct control over the strike in order to diminish
the influence of Hongkong unions and GMD right-wing officials (Deng Zhongxia
1983 [1930]: 614-616)3 and to establish a power base to impose its "modern” visions
of society.

Writers have their own views of what is "modern." For Huntingdon, efforts to
achieve modernity that "undermine traditional sources of political authority and
traditional political institutions" cause revolutions (Huntingdon 1968: 5). Giddens
believes that revolutions that try to create or oppose a nation-state are "modern’
(Giddens 1985: 313-325). For Paige, "modernization” in agrarian revolutions 1s
caused by the commercialisation of agriculture and the resultant transformation in
rural class relations (Paige 1975: 358). Moore equates "modernity" with principles of
social and political organisation (Moore 1978: 128). Deng Zhongxia claims that
China's "modern" workers' movement began after the formation of the CCP in 1920.4
He equates "modernity" with the transformation of class formations and the
replacement of Confucianism by Marxism (Deng Zhongxia 1983 [1930]: 424). For
Chan Ming-kou (1975), "modem” unions in Hongkong and Guangzhou were

2 Skinner traces the weakening of China's imperial bureaucracy to trade and population growth in
the Tang dynasty (Skinner 1977: 19-21).

3 See also Hu Tichun and Chen Shanxin (1991) and Han
Xiaofang (1991).

4 The CCP held its First Congress in July 1921. Here, Deng Zhongxia is referring o the

establishment of the Communist Party nucleus, formed by Voitinsky in Shanghai in August 1920
(Dirlik 1989a: 203).
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workers-only organisations. According to W. K. Chan, the Hongkong labour
movement modernised when "class relations were restructured and more sharply
defined" (Chan, W. K. 1991: 182).

The relative weakening of central state power is not necessarly a "modemn”
process, nor is the recreation of a bureaucracy necessarily a "conservative” one. If the
degree of "modemity” in a revolution is dependent upon the degree of change, then
revolutions may be intrinsically conservative movements because revolutionaries are

liable to make compromises and coalitions with existing "conservative” powers 1o
build their own power base. Aya (1979) notes that revolutionary behaviour can be

conservative. Of some participants in revolutions, he says that their

radicalism has been tactical, their collective violence the cutting edge of defensive

conservatism, and their "revolutionary” intervention an attempt to turn political

crises to their own sectional advantage (Aya 1979: 72-73).

"Modem" thinkers are more likely to propagate their views successfully if
those views reflect familiar beliefs. For example, Liu Shipei believed that China might
be able swiftly to achieve "modern" anarchist thought and political organisation
because of anarchism's similarities to laissez-faire elements in Confucianism and
Daoism (Chan and Dirlik 1991: 20). Successful attempts to grab state power or win
popular support for political platforms are likely to use "modern” structures and
beliefs that are similar to existing structures and beliefs: Skocpol believes that
revolutions create highly burecaucratic states built on the structural legacies of the old
regime (Skocpol 1976).

One common view of revolutions is that they are turning points in the history
of a nation, i.e., revolutions end one era and begin a new one. This view is misleading
in important ways. A successful revolution takes control over the state from the old
regime and establishes a new one, but the process of revolution often relies on pre-
revolutionary political ties between state and local powers. Existing groups may
mobilise mass support for revolution and thereby promote their links to the new state
and further their own sectional interests. Such was the case in the Guangzhou-
Hongkong strike, when the aims of many local power groups sometimes conflicted
with the revolutionaries' aim to centralise political control. Aya (modifying
Clausewitz) describes revolution as "politics by other means" and emphasises that
many people participate in revolutionary movements "not to ‘revolutionise' society,
but to get (or keep) things they felt rightfully entitled to" (Aya 1990: 51-33).

The process of revolution and of building mass support generates its own sel
of aims and expectations for revolution, which aims are likely to be conservative. My
description of the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike shows how the revolutionary elite

communicated with its mass support. The nature of such communication is important
because it influences the constitution of society after a revolution. 1 will show that the
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belief of the revolutionaries that they had reached a turning point in Chinese history,
after which they would be able to remode] China's society and government, was a
misunderstanding of the realities of revolution and contributed to the collapse of the

strike.

Class theory and the cultural nexus of power

I now examine the concept of class theory and its relevance to my study of the
Guangzhou-Hongkong strike. I consider class theory along with the concept of the
cultural nexus of power in the Chinese countryside as set out in Duara (1988). By
examining general class theory and Duara's exploration of power relations specific to
China, I try to build an approach to the study of revolutionary power blocs that 1s
relevant both to China and to the theory of revolution that I have already outlined.
Marxists see society as divided into classes that take their shape from the
division of labour or, more generally, from the relations of production. For Marxists,

this economic truth underpins all other relations and institutions in society. However,
according to most non-Marxist historians, the great socialist revolutions of the
twentieth century and the resultant states show that one cannot define society in such
dogmatic terms: one cannot always relegate to pure class interest the choices that any
group in a society makes (Rostow 1990 [1960]: 151).

In response to such criticisms, Marxist writers have defended their position
with new arguments. For example, Poulantzas (1973) represents class or social
structure as a rather more complex mix of economic, political, cultural, and
ideological determinants. However, he still maintains that, ultimately, the economic
factor is decisive. By extension, a revolutionary party should be able to "purify” the
revolutionary motives of a particular class through education, and a revolutionary
situation should be capable of bringing economic determinants to the fore. Yet, even
In revolutionary situations, classes can act in ways that do not conform to Marxist
theory.

Frank Parkin describes a theory of class structure with reference to a process
of social closure. Social closure is the act of one group to achieve a position of
privilege at the expense of others. Parkin says:

Modes of closure can be thought of as different means of mobilizing power for the

purpose of engaging in distributive struggle....

Collective efforts to restrict access to rewards and opportunities on the

part of one social group against another, including one group of workers against

another, can be regarded as inherently exploitative even though the relationship 1s
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not one of surplus extraction deriving from property ownership (Parkin 1979: 45-

46).

If we couple this theory to a view of class formation that allows for a variety
of determinants and for the ability of revolutionary leaders to alter the nature of a
class through education, we then begin to build a more satisfactory theory of class
relations. However, one should include another element - revolutionary power blocs
are groups or classes engaged in a struggle for state control and one must understand
the relationship between social groups and the state to understand these groups'
actions as revolutionary power blocs.

Duara (1988) develops the notion of a cultural nexus of power that
dominated the Chinese countryside and that, through its traditions and symbols,
reflected the power of the imperial authorities. The nexus includes lineage and
marketing organisations, temple organisations, water control associations, merchant
associations, and interpersonal relationships between affines, patrons and clients, or
religious teachers and disciples. According to Duara, the nexus was an "intersecting,
seamless nexus stretching across the many boundaries of settlements and
organisations"” (Duara 1988: 15-16). Duara contends that the emperor exercised

power over the countryside not merely through a gentry class but through a cultural
mix of symbolic representations interlaced with Confucian ideals. In the beginning of
the twentieth century, when the Qing bureaucracy, followed by the Nationalist
Government, began replacing this matrix of power symbols with their own new
bureaucracies, they met with local resistance. Townsend suggests that Chinese
nationalism depends on a shared culture and not on loyalty to a nation state
(Townsend 1992: 105). Consequently, I hypothesise that, in 1920s China, shared
cultural backgrounds may have been a stronger bond for collective action than the
policies represented by an educated, centralising, revolutionary elite. I explore this
hypothesis in the following chapters.

Subregi'ona] groups, for example, lineages and many workers' organisations,
are strong political groups because a shared language, culture, history, and ancestry
create a unifying force and make lines of communication smoother and political

organisation easier to achieve. Local elites used populist causes to pursue goals of
greater political and economic autonomy, but they derived their political power from
the Chinese state. Lineages engaged in struggle over irrigation, land rights, and
market control, but ultimately the political power and prestige of lineages in the past,
as 1n the present, derived from the lineage leaders' participation in the state structure.

Faure (1993) identifies four steps in the formation of lineage organisations n
Guangdong that appear to present lineage organisation as a political grouping
generally created to establish state power in the regions. Local people benefited from
the establishment of the lineage through schools and state support. According to
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Faure, the earliest phase of Guangdong lineage formation was generally tax
registration. The second phase concerned the imperial Chinese state's wars against
rebel uprisings in Guangzhou, when a locality won imperial recognition for the local
temple if it fought on the side of the imperial government. The third phase in the
history of lineages was the fight against the Yao, the aboriginal inhabitants of
Guangdong. Towns and villages whose inhabitants were loyal to the imperial state
won backing for the building of local schools. These local schools propagated
Confucianism, drawing local communities into the cultural nexus of power. Finally,
to enhance its legitimacy in the province, the imperial state promoted the
establishment of ancestral halls and village temples. These halls and temples,
according to Duara (1988), mimicked in local society the social structure of elites in
the capital. According to Faure, the history of regional political organisation and
lineage groups was, in the eyes of the imperial officials, a process of the
enlightenment of the barbarian South by the scholarship of the North as the
Guangdong elite gradually integrated into the state (Faure 1993).

Mao Zedong (1982 [1930]) describes revolution in South China in terms of
local elites’ political attitudes:

[Elites] with substantial wealth and considerable security were basically

conservative, though most would accept or even promote some change if it worked

to their own advantage. Lower-level elites just emerging from the peasantry had

Iittle time for politics but clung like bulldogs to every shred of social and economic

advantage they had accrued within the existing system. And declining lowcr-elite

families were most anxious to see changes political or otherwisc that would arrest

their downward slide (Mao 1982 [1930]: 127-130).

I draw from Duara and Faure's work the conclusion that, during a revolution,
any revolutionary party would find it far easier to use the cultural nexus of power
than to replace it. Local groups, including lineages, subregional associations, and
workers' organisations, would respond to the new state by seeking to reaffirm or
strengthen existing bonds between the state and the locality to enhance their own
organisation's local power. An attempt to increase the power of the central state
would meet with a local mixture of support and defiance.

I reach this view because lineages, subregional associations, and most
Hongkong unions shared the same cultural nexus of power that Duara outlines and
that 1s linked with the state. Faure demonstrates that power links to the state were a
crucial factor in the existence and survival of these local organisations. We can
hypothesise that subregional associations and unions in Hongkong could act to
strengthen their links to the state without wanting to compromise their independence.
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Success, tragedy, and misconception

Past studies have generally seen the revolution of 1925-1927 in two different ways.
One view is that the Guomindang (GMD) sought national unity, whereas the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) pursued narrow, divisive policies. A principal proponent of
this view 1s Wilbur (1984). Another view is that the revolution was a "tragedy"
(Isaacs 1961 [1938]) or "abortive" (Eastman 1974). According to Isaacs, in 1927,
Chiang Kai-shek's bloody coup in Shanghai and his massacre of CCP members

betrayed the revolution. Both views emphasise ideological differences between the
GMD and CCP.

Fitzgerald (1990) offers a different perspective on the history of the period.
He emphasises the similarities between the parties. The principal conflict in the
revolution was, according to Fitzgerald, between social classes and the new state:
"[E]ven though ideological differences were certainly important, the key 1ssues were
the definition of the nation and the incorporation of local society into the new

national state” (Fitzgerald 1990: 324). Writers generally agree that the new state
sought to expand its influence and power into local government. As the revolution

progressed, the new state sought to "displace the local elite's control over the police,
militia, taxation, and other matters of local government” (Eastman 1974: 243). The
revolutionaries wanted to subordinate sectional interest to the public good. Sectional
and national interests first clashed in 1923, when the GMD angered Overseas
Chinese, professional politicians, and journalists by redefining the enemies of the
nation as warlords and imperialism. Chinese in the colonies were particularly sensitive
to their position (Fitzgerald 1990: 324).

After the Guangzhou merchant insurrection and the May Thirtieth
Movement, Chinese activists began to identify the bourgeoisie as the enemy of the
public; further cracks in national unity appeared. However, the greatest source of
conflict, according to Fitzgerald, came from local elites' resistance to the expanston
of the GMD state.

The peasant movement was seen at the highest levels of the Nationalist

administration as a tool for wrenching control of local administration from local

clites; the peasant associations were regarded as agencies for mediating between

peasant and government (Fitzgerald 1990: 334-335).

According to Cohen (1993), the driving force for revolution in China has
stemmed from elite anti-traditionalism. Cohen believes that the May Fourth
Movement of 1919 was an expression of national independence and anti-
traditionalism. According to Cohen, revolutionaries driven by elite anti-traditionalism
attack existing elitist behaviour, however, they still despise the views and beliefs of
the ordinary Chinese population (Cohen 1993). Elite anti-traditionalism 1s an attack
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on existing modes of social organisation and morality by an educated elite. The
revolutionary elite may claim to be the representative of the mass population and to
pursue policies that it sincerely believes will benefit the masses, however, the position
of the elite is always as an exclusive, powerful ruling body that seeks to popularise its
beliefs and standards of behaviour through education and channelling mass energy
through its own political structures. In this way, elite anti-traditionalism can preserve
some of the power relations of the old elite even though the ideology and symbolism
of the new elite may claim to be a radical alternative to the beliefs of the old regime.

I explore this theme when I consider the reactions of social groups to the new
state and the nature of revolutionary education programmes. Revolutionaries
replicated the old power relations expressed in imperial writings and edicts and the
Qing education system. Ironically, this replication of pre-strike power relationships
occurred because revolutionaries wanted to disseminate rapidly their populist
ideology and to use their state power to sweep away existing beliefs and power

relations between the state and local power groups.
Past research on this period of Chinese history has tended to present the

strike as a united proletarian movement. Isaacs (1961 [1938]) describes the strike as
a progressive, radical, and modern workers' movement crushed by the political
treachery of a cabal of merchants. Although Chesneaux (1968) describes the strike
with greater attention to the rivalries and splits between unions in the movement, he
suggests that the antagonism between the right and left wings of the political
movement caused antagonism between the right and left wings of the labour
movement (Chesneaux 1968: 305). This antagonism was, in my view, due not simply
to political factionalism. Class interests may have played a part, but so, too, did the
reaction of Hongkong unions to revolutionary state-building. I suggest that
Hongkong's smaller trade unions preserved their independence in the face of

revolutionaries' attempts to seize control over the state and transform the structure of
local power groups.

Studies of Hongkong history and the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike

Perhaps because of the question of the transfer of sovereignty over Hongkong from
Great Britain to China and the increase in interest in the question of Hongkong's
future, several new studies of Hongkong history have recently emerged. Some have
contributed much new detail to the study of Hongkong history; others have presented
new analyses of the development of Hongkong society. Welsh (1993) 1s a
comprehensive study of the history of the colony through the eyes of the colonial
authorities and the Chinese elite. It is the latest of many studies of Hongkong elite
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history that includes works such as Eitel] (1895) and Endacott (1977). These studies
examine the Hongkong Government and Chinese elite and provide a valuable account
of the trends 1n the government of Hongkong and the relationship between the
authorities and the Chinese elite. Recently, however, Hongkong academics have
written a number of new studies on Hongkong's non-elite Chinese population. W. K.
Chan (1991) studies the formation of Hongkong society and outlines a dynamic
formation of class consciousness in Hongkong and Tsai (1993) studies social

movements in Hongkong from its foundation until 1913.
Some writers have studied Hongkong workers and the Guangzhou-

Hongkong strike. Chan Ming-kou (1975) provides a detailed study of workers in the
Zhujiang Delta and sketches the economic impact of the strike on Hongkong. Ho
(1985) presents the theme of the crisis of legitimacy of the Hongkong Government
and Kwan (1986) expresses grave doubts that the proletariat could have led the
revolution as CCP revolutionaries envisaged. Other studies have considered the
effects of the strike on Hongkong, for example, Chung (1969) and Chan Lau Kit-
ching (1990). Neither Chung nor Chan, however, seeks to show at length the role of
Hongkong's labourers in the strike.

Hongkong academics now study Hongkong history more independently of
Britain and China than in the past. The political conflict between China and Great
Britain over the return of sovereignty to China in 1997 has shown people in
Hongkong that China and Britain constantly subordinate Hongkong's interests to
their own national ones. Today, in Hongkong, far more powerful independent
political forces operate. As an example of the new tendency in studies of Hongkong
history, W. K. Chan (1991) and Tsai (1993) avoid describing the development of
Hongkong society exclusively in terms of influences from China and Britain.

My study concentrates on the non-elite population of Hongkong and the
independent motives of Hongkong social groups, while paying some attention to the
elite in order to show how it kept control over Hongkong's Chinese population. The
Guangzhou-Hongkong strike was the latest in a series of mass movements that hit

the colony from the late nineteenth-century onwards. The emphasis on the role of
international conflict between China and Britain in these movements is often
excessive. Of course, the backing of the politicians and revolutionaries in Guangzhou
was an important and necessary element in the strike, yet the aims of the Guangdong
revolutionaries and the Hongkong workers were not identical. Although the
Guangzhou-Hongkong strike was in part a patriotic movement, one of the principal
goals of the Hongkong unions was to enhance their political power and their
influence on local affairs. Their patriotism was an expression of the strengthening of
regional political power groups rather than a desire to submit local power to a unified
central state. I will therefore look, too, at the question of how far the wish for
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independence of Hongkong social groups conflicted with the new nation-state

patriotism of the strike leaders.
Official Chinese histories of the strike, for example, Deng Zhongxia (1983

[1930]), Gan Tian (1956), Xiao Chaoran (1956), Liu Likai (1957), Cai Luo (1980),
and Zao Ping (1985), have represented the non-elite population of Hongkong as
victims of an oppressive colonial regime. My study examines these claims and shows
that Hongkong's non-elite Chinese population cannot be reduced to such a general
description. Evidence from census reports suggests that, by the 1920s, there was a
distinct settled Chinese population in Hongkong with its own elite-run institutions.
The strike cannot be considered simply as the history of a conflict between
China and Britain. The population of Hongkong had, by 1925, built up its own local
political institutions and loyalties to local power groups. Hongkong people had
developed their own economic interests and political demands as well as local

institutions to govern Hongkong's Chinese population. Hongkong's independence
from the Chinese state was not just a result of invasion by a foreign power. In 1925,

Hongkong people were more independent, more settled, and more localised than

Chinese revolutionaries acknowledged.

Conclusion

Views of revolution as a "volcanic" eruption of mass discontent caused by economic
or structural oppression and exploitation have led to mistaken assumptions about the
causes of the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike. "Volcanic" theorists make too simplistic

a link between revolution and "oppression,” a term they use to describe many
different, specific grievances. Such theorists characterise the Guangzhou-Hongkong
strike thus: foreign trade disadvantaged China's workers and peasants; colonial
society was inherently "oppressive" - Hongkong workers suffered the harshest
exploitation because they were "forced" to Hongkong to find work; and the class
structure of Hongkong unions, too, was "oppressive" because labour bosses
exploited their workers.

By viewing people solely as victims and objects of external forces, "volcanic”
theorists wrongly emphasise similarities and ignore differences between sections of
the population. For example, some writers have described Guan gdong's workers as
fresh from the ranks of the peasantry, and sharing the same interests as the peasantry.
Others claim that colonial oppression gradually forged a sense of unity and class
consciousness in the Hongkong workforce. Such views see the Guangzhou-

Hongkong strike as a libertarian movement that lifted the CCP on a wave of
spontaneous mass protest. Some writers make similar analyses to explain the end of
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the strike. For example, Deng Zhongxia (1983 [1930]) believes that mass peasant
discontent pressurised the strike leadership to call off the action. However, when
describing the end of the strike, most "volcanic"” theorists take a different perspective,
and argue that a well-organised, GMD-led putsch halted it.

Past and present studies of the strike and Hongkong society, including Gan
Tian (1956), X1ao Chaoran (1956), Chesneaux (1968), Liu Likai (1957), Motz
(1972), Chan Ming-kou (1975), Cai Luo (1980), Deng Zhongxia (1983 [1930]), Cai
Changrui (1985), Zao Ping (1985), Kwan (1986), and Ren Zhenchi ed. (1991), all
share the "volcanic” view to a lesser or greater degree. They either generalise about
the causes of protest or overemphasise workers' unity. In my thesis, I attack the
"volcanic” view of revolution, rebut views of the strike that rely on generalised
notions of "oppression,” and discover the specific reasons behind workers joining the
strike. I present the strike as an organised, authoritarian, bureaucratic movement led
by a revolutionary elite, which mirrored in its structure past mass movements in
Hongkong, and highlight conflicts between the strike leadership and Hongkong
unions.
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Chapter 2
Foreign Trade and the Guangdong Economy

In this chapter, I look at the effects of foreign trade on Guangdong's economy. This
issue is important, for one of the main policies of the strike leaders was a boycott of
trade with Hongkong. I examine foreign trade's positive effects and reject claims that
foreign trade caused widespread poverty in Guangdong. Evidence shows that foreign
trade opened new opportunities to people from a variety of different social
backgrounds and incomes. During the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike, the CCP
leadership asserted that the interests of workers and peasants were similar and that
these two classes should unite against imperialism. I consider instead that merchants
and peasants, particularly near small ports on the Zhujiang Delta, benefited from
foreign trade and that their interests were incompatible with the boycott. I ook at the
effects of foreign trade on Guangdong's subregional economies and suggest that local
political groups prospered and grew politically strong during the early twentieth
century. In later chapters, I show that the growth in power of local political groups
relative to the governments in Guangdong and Hongkong facilitated revolutionaries
mobilisation of Hongkong's non-elite Chinese population and caused conflicts

between local political leaders and the CCP cadres over who should control the
strike.
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Problems of the "'anti-imperialist' standpoint

Revolutionaries saw the Guangzhou-Hongkong strike as part of a worldwide anti-
imperialist revolutionary movement. This view encouraged them to stress the harmful

effects of the foreign presence in China. To understand the economy and society of
Guangdong before the strike, one must study the effects of foreign trade.
Revolutionaries have argued that foreign trade and the presence of Hongkong caused
immiseration in Guangdong, which immiseration was in turn responsible for the
revolutionary upsurge of 1925-1926. I stress the positive aspects of foreign trade for
the development of subregional economies in Guangdong. My thesis is that
subregional economies were developed, not underdeveloped, by foreign trade.5
Subregional organisations traded in order to accumulate capital. This capital
strengthened subregional organisations such as temple associations, ancestral trusts,
and unions, and turned them into strong political competitors. Leaders of the

Guangzhou-Hongkong strike attempted to unite peasants and workers, and to
insulate the Guangdong economy from foreign trade. Many peasants and subregional

organisations were unwilling to support the boycott and thereby forfeit the wealth
they earned from foreign trade.

The main loser through foreign trade was the state. China had long sought to
limit foreign trade to a few privileged ports or even selected families. The
development of Hongkong into an international trade centre and the links of
Hongkong merchants to localities in Guangdong meant that the state found it ever
harder to maintain its monopolistic position. Guangzhou had to compete for business
not only with Hongkong but also with a number of new and rapidly developing small
ports on the Zhujiang Delta. Because subregions grew stronger relative to the state,
not China but the Chinese state suffered through foreign trade.

From the 1840s through to the 1920s, China, in particular Guangdong,
experienced an increase in trade with foreign countries such as Britain, Japan,
Germany, Holland, and America. Chinese academics used to argue that, during this
period, the economic welfare of the majority of the population, the peasantry, was
thrown into crisis because the economy suffered from a lack of high-yielding farm
land, the destructive actions of local warlords and tax collectors, and havoc caused
by natural disasters. Chinese historians have argued that foreign trade, too, harmed
China's economy. Chinese writers used to argue as follows: because China lacked the
right to impose tariff protection, its foreign trade deficit increased over time, so,
while China's wealth flowed from the country, foreign capitalists profited hugely from
trade. The resulting imbalance hampered domestic money-capital accumulation and
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