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Group and Class: Wuhan Mill Workers in the 1930s
—— And the Formation of the Working Class in Modern China

Tian Tong & Lai Housheng

Abstract: Tens of thousands workers in Wuhan textile mill had similar lifestyles and spiritual pursuit.
They countered with the "discipline" of factory, which made it possible to social mobilize for the
Communist Party of China (CP) and the Kuomintang (KMT). The CP tried to shape workers who
might identify with the class struggle. After the May Thirtieth Movement, they further enhanced the
mobilization to the mill works. After Northern Expedition, with the KMT leftist’s help, the workers led
by the CP struggled against the capitalists so as to strive for more rights. However, the political rights
went beyond the capability of adapting of the capitalists, which induced the factory closing and market
failure. In this case, the CP turned to ask workers to stop the class struggle, while the KMT leftist
suppressed of the CP and its labor unions, which broke down the Kuomintang-Communist cooperation.
After "Ning-Han collaboration", the Party, government, and military officer in Wuhan proposed the
labor-capital cooperator, and reorganized and adjusted the labor union of mills. However, their efforts
were far from the expected goals, and disputes between labor and capitalists cropped up frequently. For
the existence needs, the worker choose fight way by themselves but lacked of class identity because they
are not solidarity, nor self-identification. The labors were only a group rather than a real class. Formation
of working class in modern China was not a priori theoretic hypothesis, but a historical product under

the complex and volatile relationship.

Key word: mill workers, the Kuomintang (KMT), the Communist Party of China(CP), labor-capital

relationship, the formation of the working class
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