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Abstract
In June 1926, Shanghai cotton-mill workers initiated strikes at Japanese-owned factories in
Xiaoshadu, protesting the dismissal of workers accused of arson in the workshop. The
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) recognized that Chinese workers’ actions should be
aligned with their labor movement strategy, and tried to control the scale of the strikes.
In August, responding to an incident where Japanese sailors killed a Chinese man, the
CCP redirected to launch a large-scale combined strike, catering to Chinese laborers’
demands of Japanese employers, but not accounting for practical market conditions.
Drawing on a variety of sources, this article reveals that dissidence in leadership, weak-
nesses in grassroots organizations, and unrealized alliances made it impossible for the
Communists, so-called the vanguard of the working class, to lead the summer strike.
Contrarily, the cotton workers coerced the Communists and their controlled labor unions
to maximize their benefits. By mid-September, it had failed, causing a serious setback for
the CCP. Compared to the CCP’s improvisation and confusion, the capitalists took wise
countermeasures in the favorable economic climate of 1926, ultimately triumphing over
the Communists and workers.

Introduction

On September 20, 1926, the Shanghai Regional Committee (SRC), the leading orga-
nization of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in Shanghai,1 met to critique and
reflect on lessons learned after their failed strike actions (August–September) at the
Japanese Naigai Wata Kaisha (NWK) cotton mills, one of the most competitive textile
enterprises in Shanghai. The “big three” of the SRC—Luo Yinong, Zhao Shiyan, and
Wang Shouhua—summarized their experiences. Zhao remarked that the
Communists were “a bit irritable and radical,” and lacked a strategic vision: He regret-
ted accepting the proposal to strike. Wang admitted he had been radical in formulat-
ing the strike policy, but had thought that the strike was necessary under the
circumstances. Luo calmly accepted the failure and said it was unsurprising, because
the workers were “excessively arrogant.” He also underscored that his own emotions
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and impulsiveness and those of his fellow Communists had played a major role in
their decision-making.2 These local Communist leaders had different views of the
failure of the recent strike, which Luo saw as betokening “the end of all strike
waves in Shanghai.”3

The labor movement in the summer of 1926 is usually overshadowed by the
nationwide May Thirtieth movement of 1925, and the CCP’s three armed uprisings
for control of Shanghai between late 1926 and early 1927. Yet the 1926 labor move-
ment, during which the Communists were drawn into two remarkable month-long
strikes at NWK mills, bridged these two influential CCP-led achievements. The
strikes began for different reasons but had the same result. They occurred in June–
July and August–September respectively, and involved workers, Communist-led
labor unions, foreign owners, and domestic capitalists. The interactions between
these groups over three months in the shared space of the NWK mill network in
Western Shanghai Xiaoshadu provide us with an invaluable opportunity to thor-
oughly examine the complexities of the labor movement in which the Communists
participated, and the micro-mechanisms in tackling different agents’ reactions in a
global city. With a total of thirty-four strikes between 1918 and 1926, NWK experi-
enced the largest number of strikes at any single establishment in China. As Chen Ta
notes, it is extremely difficult to substantiate the extent to which Communist instiga-
tion may have influenced the strikes.4 Contemporaries typically cited workers’ liveli-
hoods, welfare, and management techniques, or economic pressures, alleged
employers’ maltreatment, and popular movements as reasons for the strikes.5 In
the 1960s, Jean Chesneaux, in his seminal work on the Chinese labor movement,
indicates that the political situation in Shanghai and the success of the Northern
Expedition were the main reasons for the strikes from June to September of 1926.6

However, these explanations do not provide a clear historical picture of how the
Communists behaved in the NWK strikes.

Conversely, recent works by Chinese scholars mainly ascribe the failure of the
NWK strikes to harsh political-economic circumstances, arguing that the CCP had
a sound policy which it enacted poorly. As a kind of official narrative, these works
elevate the CCP’s actions, presenting the strikes as well-organized and principled,
and suggesting the Communists used certain events to link their political struggle
to industrial conflict.7 Following Chesneaux’s general research into the period
between 1919 and 1927, historians such as Lynda Shaffer underline significant
“regional variation” in the labor movement. Arif Dirlik also stresses the importance
of “regional specificity” due to local variations in different combinations of social
and political forces.8 Concerning the labor movement in the Hunan region in the
early 1920s, Shaffer concludes quite positively that the Communists “demonstrated
their ability to deliver what the workers wanted.”9 Similarly, Gail Hershatter’s
study of Tianjin workers reveals that the Tianjin millhands of the mid-1920s were
amenable to CCP-guided organization, and that the Communist organizers’ mobili-
zation of these workers was “particularly successful.”10

On the other hand, Ming K. Chan finds that in Guangdong labor activism, the
Communists committed “great errors in both their organizational efforts and their
mobilization efforts.”11 Chan identifies a gap between the objectives of the
Communist intellectual labor leaders and the rank-and-file union membership:
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The former focused on the grand revolutionary project, while the latter prioritized
economic goals.12 This finding is supported by Daniel Y. K. Kwan’s examination
of the relationship between Marxist intellectuals and workers in the Shengang
(Guangzhou and Hong Kong) General Strike, in which these groups “had different
visions of revolution.” Moreover, CCP leaders were willing to abandon the interests
of the working class when necessary.13 In a comparative study of workers in
St. Petersburg and Shanghai, S. A. Smith pinpoints how the westernized cultural
style of CCP intellectuals intersected with traditional Chinese culture in a way that
benefited them in their communication with workers.14

Cotton-mill workers, as Smith suggests, were “at the heart of the labor movement
from 1925 to 1927.”15 These workers made up the majority of the CCP’s
rank-and-file membership in Shanghai.16 Emily Honig, in her work on Shanghai
female cotton-mill workers, contends that the CCP was “ineffective in its attempts
to organize” this type of laborer, mostly due to the Communists’ mistaken assump-
tions about the way female workers’ perceived their own interests.17 Elizabeth J. Perry
similarly argues that Shanghai cotton workers “did not always participate with the
same mind-set as the Communist instigators.”18 Both Honig and Perry focus on fac-
tors that shaped worker mobilization, such as native place, gangs, and kinship, rather
than the role Communists played behind the scenes.

In the study of Communism in Shanghai, S. A. Smith scrutinizes important epi-
sodes in the 1926 summer strike at NWK, and concludes that the CCP influenced
workers’ protests to a certain extent, but did not attain complete control. Like
Chan, Smith argues that the Communists did not capture the hearts and minds of
Shanghai workers. In addition, Smith points out that the CCP’s decision to generalize
the strike across the entire NWK system was “a serious miscalculation,” but does not
clarify how or why the CCP made this miscalculation, nor does Smith explain how
the independent activity on the workers’ side exerted a profound influence on the
Communists’ policy and measures.19

Based on internal CCP sources, archival documents, and contemporary news
reports, this article examines the role of the Communists in the NWK strike, and
showcases the interactions between four invested parties throughout the process.20

Perry suggests that “[the Chinese workers] were not clay in the hands of partisan pot-
ters to be fashioned according to their design.”21 However, it is important to contex-
tualize the potters: to understand what they were trying to make, and how they were
influenced by their thoughts and feelings. By focusing on the debates within the SRC,
which was trying to lead and direct the workers’ mood and activism, this article
addresses the lack of an internal perspective on the choices of the Shanghai
Communist leaders in previous scholarship. It reveals the divergent views of the
labor movement within the local core leadership, and shows how ideology, theory,
and even emotions affected leaders’ calculations, and responses to worker offensives,
such as strikes and stoppages, as well as the responses of those leaders to foreign own-
ers’ countermeasures, such as lockouts.

This article first investigates the way the May Thirtieth commemorative campaign
was seen as a prelude to further labor mobilization in the CCP’s strategic thinking.
Secondly, it traces the configuration and status of the Communist organization and
the NWK mills in Shanghai Xiaoshadu. The NWK summer strikes from June to
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September are then discussed in the following parts. Finally, this article summarizes
the respective motives and dynamics of the different actors involved in the NWK
strikes, and the historical implications of these events. Overall, the article provides
a historical picture of the CCP’s early efforts to organize and mobilize Shanghai
cotton-mill workers in a complicated, difficult-to-navigate situation, in which impe-
rialism, nationalism, Communist hierarchy, and class conflict were entangled, and in
which the Communist organizers and cotton workers influenced each other.

Reviving revolutionary passion: After the May Thirtieth Movement

In early 1926, the May Thirtieth Movement, a high point of the anti-imperialist cam-
paign and a vital period of the CCP’s national expansion, subsided. The CCP per-
ceived a dwindling revolutionary passion, particularly compounded by political
changes in North China, and had to face the inevitable reactionary high tide.22 By
early 1926, Feng Yuxiang’s National Army, covertly financed and armed by the
Soviet Union, was on the back foot. Wu Peifu and Zhang Zuolin had forged an alli-
ance between Zhili and Fengtian forces, and the National Army was caught in the
crossfire. Under intense pressure, Feng, with his revolutionary leanings, gave up his
command. By 15 April 1926, the National Army had to withdraw from Beijing,
which they had taken over six months earlier. According to the CCP Central
Committee’s observation, this meant “the most reactionary situation has come,”and
the national populace would be oppressed from north to south.23

At the same time, the SRC recognized a state of depression prevailed among its
personnel. The Shanghai Communist Party membership was stagnating and there
was instability across its seven departmental committees in different Shanghai
districts.24 Comrades holding positions of responsibility in these organizations were
growing fatigued. Branches were the fundamental unit of the CCP, but with few
attendees in most of them three were no meetings.25 A sense of despondency had
also permeated the higher level of the Shanghai Communist Party. Comrades in
the CCP Xiaoshadu Departmental Committee (zhonggong xiaoshadu buwei) feared
arrest and job loss, which made them unwilling to work hard. Instead, they indulged
in alcohol and playing cards. Many Shanghai Communist Party members were
despondent about the prospects of the revolution.26

As well as the deteriorating mood, the Communists also faced the difficulty of
some mill workers in Xiaoshadu becoming increasingly worried about their material
situations and therefore passive about the strike action. Concerned about their own
economic interests and the increased cost of living, these workers were wary of inci-
dents that might lead to large strikes in their mills. In May, some Xiaoshadu mill
workers began to trust their Japanese employers more, as the latter had increased
their salaries.27 As reported by the representative of a British firm in Shanghai, the
conditions in NWK cotton mills “are probably better than they are in any mills any-
where else.”28 Because of their declining revolutionary fervor, these workers were no
longer willing to struggle to organize labor unions in the Japanese mills where they
worked. Mirroring this development, the Communists observed that Japanese
employers’ attitudes toward workers became increasingly tough, tending “to be less
yielding to demands than during previous months.”29
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The CCP was unwilling to accept these developments. At the time, the core lead-
ership of the Shanghai Communist Party, the presidium of the SRC, consisted of five
members: Luo Yinong, Zhuang Wengong, Yin Kuan, Wang Shouhua, and Zhao
Shiyan. Luo was born in Hunan province, and he had received Bolshevik education
and training in Moscow between 1921 and 1925. Luo’s peers saw him as smart,
brave, competent, and inspirational. As a self- identified bolshevised CCP member,
Luo was more interested in practical work than in theory.30 He was then the secretary
of the SRC, the top leader of the CCP organization in Shanghai. Wang was from
Zhejiang, and had his own advantages in this leading circle, because of his labor activ-
ism since Vladivostok.31 Wang was then the SRC’s director of the laborer department
and the secretary of the Labour Movement Committee, taking primary charge of the
Shanghai labor movement. Wang’s insights and analytical capabilities in the fields he
managed impressed his colleagues.32 In June 1926, he served as chairman of the
Standing Committee of the Shanghai General Labour Union (GLU).33 As the external
organization of the Labour Movement Committee, the GLU was formally established
by the CCP on June 1, 1925 during the May Thirtieth Movement.34 On behalf of the
CCP, the GLU usually worked on the frontline of the struggle against capitalists, and
mobilized laborers to carry out strikes and stoppages.

The Shanghai Communist Party leaders believed that resuscitating the May
Thirtieth spirit would enable them to revive the workers’ revolutionary consciousness
and reorganize the local work. In late March and early April 1926, the SRC placed
commemorative activities for May Thirtieth on their schedule.35 On April 13, they
formulated an outline of such commemorative activities, including a civil assembly,
a ceremony of laying the foundation stone for a cemetery for May Thirtieth victims,
a peaceful demonstration, and public speeches in the International Settlement.36

On May 18, the May Thirtieth Campaign Committee was established. A group of
Shanghai Communist leaders, including Luo Yinong, Wang Shouhua, and He Chang,
were responsible for coordinating the commemorative activities.37 To enlarge the
scale of the campaign, and in response to the CCP Central Committee’s request on
May 12 that local organizations strike for one day and students for three days, the
SRC presidium decided to launch a strike in foreign-owned factories, and to plan stu-
dent strikes. The Shanghai Communist Party wanted two days of further strikes in
British and Japanese mills, in addition to the CCP Central Committee’s plan, but
the GLU ultimately reduced the strike to two days in total.38 Wang, who operated
among workers as well as being one of leaders of the Shanghai Communist Party,
thought that Xiaoshadu workers, especially workers in the Japanese cotton mills,
were one of two main forces for this planned strike, on account of their history of
struggle.39

At the SRC meeting on May 27, Wang said there was an “80 per cent certainty”
that the workers at Xiaoshadu mills would participate in the strike. Luo also thought
that “members in Xiaoshadu were active and capable.”40 Thus, the SRC regarded the
favorable situation in Xiaoshadu as an important part of the commemorative cam-
paign, and decided to concentrate on initial strikes in the NWK cotton mills in
that area.41 It was no small feat for the SRC to proceed with the May Thirtieth com-
memoration. Frightened by the likelihood of rowdy behavior on May 30, the
Shanghai Federation of Local Shopkeepers Association (FSA), a crucial partner of
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the CCP, was unwilling to participate in the campaign if it were held on that day,
arguing that May 29 was more appropriate.42 The SRC had to compromise in
order to maintain a united front with the FSA. On May 24, the SRC decided to sep-
arate the May Thirtieth commemorative campaign into two days: the foundation
stone ceremony on the 29th and a rally on the 30th.43

On May 29, with roughly two thousand attendees, the opening of the new ceme-
tery took place as planned at Zhaibei Fangjia log bridge, in which “the foundation
stone for the mausoleum for the victims of last year’s tragedy was laid.”44 The
speeches on-site were followed by a peaceful parade through the main streets in
Zhabei.45 The separate rally the following day, which the Communists also valued,
was held in the name of “the Union of Societies”: in reality camouflage for the
Shanghai Communist Party.46 On May 30, around four thousand people attended
to hear inflammatory and antiforeign speeches delivered on Chinese territory at
the West Gate Public Stadium on Chinese territory. Afterward, the parade marched
to the International Settlement, with participants yelling slogans and distributing
pamphlets. In the early afternoon, at about 1 p.m., a crowd of around five thousand
people, including the parade, gathered at the Nanjing road area, which the CCP
regarded as “the centre of the imperialists’ influence in China.”47 Most of the
crowd were laborers and students, and they turned the commemorative march into
a riot: throwing stones, damaging trams and buses, and pulling passengers out of
public transport vehicles.48 By around 4 p.m., police and fire brigade forces had
brought the situation under control without bloodshed and the crowd dispersed.49

On both days of the campaign, the CCP and the GLU carried out strikes in
Xiaoshadu’s factories including NWK, Dong Shing Spinning & Weaving Company,
Ltd., and Japan-China Spinning and Weaving Co., Ltd., as an important component
of their commemoration project.50

Xiaoshadu, the NWK, and the Communist Party

The Shanghai Communist Party viewed the outcomes of the May Thirtieth commem-
orative campaign as positive, reorienting the local Communist organization in a new
and promising direction. According to statistics from several sources, the highest
number of strikes that year took place in June, in total between thirty and fifty
strikes—nearly double the number of the previous month.51 The Shanghai
Municipal Council calculated that there were forty strikes during June 1926, “the
highest number ever recorded in a month in normal times.”52 The Shanghai
Communist leaders believed that by allowing them to vent their anger against the
Westerners in the International Settlement, the anniversary activities had reinvigo-
rated the social identity of some workers. Workers who participated in or were influ-
enced by this campaign, particularly in Xiaoshadu, became more proactive than the
Communist leaders when facing repression. From May 30 to 31, all eleven NWK mills
in Xiaoshadu were on strike: About half of all mills that had been asked to participate
in the May Thirtieth anniversary activities.53

Xiaoshadu had been a stronghold for the Communists ever since they began polit-
ical activism in Shanghai. Geographically, Xiaoshadu was an important industrial
area in western Shanghai: a counterpart to Yangshupu in eastern Shanghai.
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Because of its advantageous location, with convenient production logistics and access
to Shanghai’s waterways, Xiaoshadu housed many cotton mills.54 In the summer of
1924, building on existing workers’ supplementary schools, Communist labor activists
Xiang Ying, Sun Lianghui, and their colleagues in Xiaoshadu, established the West
Shanghai Workers’ Club.55 The club functioned as a labor union attracting cotton-
mill workers in the west Shanghai area. Because it was simultaneously the site of
the NWK workers’ union, the club quickly facilitated broader networks among
Xiaoshadu cotton-mill workers, and provided the CCP with a solid foundation of
workers for its organization in west Shanghai, the CCP Xiaoshadu group, and later
the CCP Huxi branch (zhonggong huxi zhibu).56

In October 1925, based on the branches, the SRC founded the CCP Xiaoshadu
Departmental Committee as one of the most powerful subordinate organizations of
the Shanghai Communist Party in order to strengthen the labor movement in
Xiaoshadu. In April 1926, the SRC estimated that there were nearly thirty-five thousand
cotton-mill laborers working in Xiaoshadu.57 At the same time, there were twenty CCP
branches operating in Xiaoshadu, with around four hundred active members: more than
20 percent of the CCP membership in Shanghai (1,964 members).58 By June 1926, the
CCP members of the Xiaoshadu Departmental Committee had increased to 582: nearly
30 percent of the entire membership of the Shanghai Communist Party.59

Following the growth of its membership and influence, the Shanghai Communist
Party started to carry out more work at NWK, which one contemporary observer
recorded as “owning the most up-to-date mills in Shanghai.”60 NWK was described
as the “overlord” of the Japanese cotton mills, which were already the most
powerful cotton mills in China, and the most productive among Shanghai spinning
establishments.61 Between 1911 and 1923, NWK founded eleven mills in Xiaoshadu,
which by 1926 employed 15,400 laborers. NWK mills had the most up-to-date
machinery and equipment.62 Relying on “larger capital and higher productive effi-
ciency,” Japanese mills in Shanghai had great influence in the cotton industry.63 At
the same time, NWK was continuously caught up in strikes and labor riots during
the 1920s. As Sherman Cochran records, there were no less than forty-four strikes
at NWK mills between February 1925 and November 1927—the largest number of
strikes in a three-year period against any business in Chinese history.64 In 1926,
NWK had “the largest number of strikes in a single company operating several
mills,” with twenty-nine strikes according to contemporary record. Due in large
part to the layout of the mill sites and relationships between workers, a strike
which started at one NWK mill would usually spread to others. For instance, from
June 4 to 10, 1926, there was a joint strike at NWK mills Nos. 5 (E), 5 (W), 7, 8,
and 12 in support of previous strikes sparked by the dismissal of workers at NWK
No. 9 and No. 13.65

The Shanghai Communist leadership regarded Xiaoshadu workers, with their rev-
olutionary past, as “exceptionally valorous” the current strikes.66 Nevertheless, the
Xiaoshadu Departmental Committee found that there was a lack of unified command
and a lack of coordination between the Departmental Committee and the Cotton Mill
Union, which was established on August 20, 1925 as an organization affiliated with
the GLU.67 In the middle of June 1926, to improve the efficiency and leadership of
the labor movement in important industrial areas, the GLU replaced the role of
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“organizer” (zuzhiyuan) with a permanent representative system. The union dis-
patched its representatives, Li Bozhi, Zhang Zuochen, and Xie Wenjin, to three
major industrial areas: Yangshupu/Yinxianggang, Xiaoshadu/Caojiadu, and Nanshi/
Pudong respectively. These permanent representatives were all members of the
newly established Standing Committee of the GLU.68 In addition, aiming to handle
“those scabs” (gongzei) who were breaking the strikes, Chen Duxiu suggested that
the Shanghai Communist Party organize a picket ( jiuchadui) in each factory,
which would actually be managed by the Departmental Committee. Furthermore,
in order to create a long- term and stable view of labor struggles among members
and improve their political education, at around the same time, in early June, the
SRC’S presidium decided to organize a regional party school, and some departmental
committees operated training classes. The former was to teach departmental commit-
tee members, and the latter was mainly to train the branch secretaries. The curricu-
lum was designed to train cadres in matters such as how to organize, how to be a
secretary, how to educate comrades, and how to penetrate the masses.69 These train-
ees would soon have the chance to put their short-term training into practice in the
coming strikes.

The strike at NWK: The first round

In the first half of 1926, the price of rice surged due to issues such as war, crop defi-
ciency, the rising population of Shanghai, and speculative hoarding of rice by mer-
chants.70 According to official statistics, the retail price of rice rose over 16 yuan
per picul (133.3 pounds) in June. Other sources show that the per-picul price ranged
from 16 to 18.2 yuan in that month, reaching the unprecedented high of 19.9 yuan in
August, compared with 11.6 yuan fifteen months earlier, a price increase of more
than 70 percent.71 This was in fact an enormous burden on laborers. As some
observed, “the cost of living in Shanghai is largely determined by the price of
rice.”72 Surveys of Shanghai laborers from 1925 to 1926 show food expenditure
accounting for more than 50 percent of the entire spending of worker families,
whether this was a single adult or a family of five.73 Furthermore, as one observer’s
account published in June 1926 stated, for a family of five, the cost of purchasing
rice could amount to their entire monthly income.74 It is thought that the high prices
during June “caused considerable hardship, especially among the poorer classes.”
Meanwhile, in the eyes of local Communist leaders, including Wang, the rise in
rice price was an important factor in the May and June strikes.75

The rice price issue was on the meeting agenda of the SRC Presidium. They dis-
cussed publicizing a comparison between rice prices and income, and requested that
workers complain to rice shops, so as to make it a social problem.76 Under these cir-
cumstances, Xiaoshadu workers’ aggression was rising, leading them to break free of
the CCP and the union. Wang’s June report on the Shanghai labor movement
describes the workers’ acts as overly radical, becoming a “strike action pandemic”
(bagongbing).77 Spontaneous and disorganized strikes erupted frequently, causing
the Communists to worry about losing control of the workers.

Although the Shanghai Communist Party tried to harness the labor movement and
manage workers’ behavior, they were unsuccessful. On June 24, due to a factional
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struggle between groups of workers from the Jiangbei and Anhui regions, a strike
erupted at NWK No. 4 mill. Jiangbei workers, who were in the majority at the
No. 4 mill, were unhappy when an Anhui foreman promoted his sister to the position
of assistant foreman in their carding workshop. On the morning of June 24, three
days after a failed negotiation, around eight hundred day-shift employees began to
strike to express their dissatisfaction.

The strike erupted after a dramatic dispute ended in violence. Some workers broke
into the engine room and took tools as weapons, and blocked the workshops. The
situation deteriorated further when workers smashed machinery and set fire to the
cotton on the machines.78 Under the circumstances, the owner had to call the police
and the fire brigade. However, the owner’s actions further aggravated the situation,
and strikers turned firehoses on the police. Police brought the situation under control,
arresting fourteen rioters. The fire was extinguished and damage to mill property was
estimated at around four thousand yuan. Because of the damage caused and the
repairs needed, the No. 4 mill owner announced a lockout, and would not pay work-
ers’ salaries for this period.79 The incident was subsequently echoed at the neighbor-
ing mill, NWK No. 3, where workers asked the No. 3 mill’s owner to bail out the
arrested No. 4 mill workers. The owner refused, resulting in a several-hour stoppage
on in protest June 26.80 Two days later, since NWK No. 3 workers could not accept
the stoppage allowance offered by the owners, they refused to process the yarn from
NWK No. 4 and shut down the machines. As a countermeasure, the owner adopted
an equally aggressive position, and commenced a lockout.81 In this way, workers and
owners arrived at a stalemate.

The Shanghai Communist Party was surprised and dissatisfied with what they saw
as the workers’ excessive militancy in these strikes. The workers’ offensives, which
Luo Yinong and the Xiaoshadu Departmental Committee called “primitive strikes,”
were outside of the Communists’ plan.82 The day after the arson case at NWK No.
4 mill, the presidium met to discuss the issue. They were deeply worried that the
Shanghai Communist Party and labor unions could not control the workers, and
took the view that workers were behaving willfully and disobeying the Communist
Party and labor union’s orders. The Shanghai Communist Party believed that the
workers’ aggression had “already reached its peak.”83 The Communists tried to con-
ceal from the public the fact that the arson had been committed by workers, despite
knowing the truth. To divert public opinion from the behavior of NWK workers, the
presidium decided to draft a submission to Shenbao, a famous national newspaper,
stating that the fire was caused by leaking electricity instead of workers’ arson. The
Communists hoped that this measure would “obscure the facts,” and even accused
NWK owners of libel.84

At that time, NWK took a hard line over the workers’ conditions for resuming
work. It was reported that they “decided to keep Nos. 3 and 4 mills closed until
the strikers surrender on the company’s terms.”85 The unfavorable conditions that
they issued for reopening the mills included varying degrees of punishment for work-
ers’ behavior. The Japanese owner stipulated either expulsion or legal action against
troublemakers, including: the mastermind or agitator of the strike and stoppage; those
who stole mill property; those who defied their supervisor, or habitual rioters; those
who damaged the machines; and those who raised tools as weapons. The NWK
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employer insisted that they would not offer any allowance to the dismissed, nor
would they pay wages for the time of the strike.86 The workers viewed these condi-
tions as akin to “putting workers to death.”87 The tit-for-tat demands made by
NWK employers and employees meant that direct negotiations could achieve nothing
without one side first being willing to compromise.

For their part, in addition to communicating propaganda to the public, the SRC
wanted to build a foundation for breaking the ice, and aimed to solve the lockout
issues as quickly as possible, and not allow tensions to ferment.88 They took a mod-
erate approach. With the mediation of detectives (baotan) from NWK Nos. 3 and 4,
the Communists dispatched the Cotton Mill Union representatives to negotiate with
the owner and to convince the latter to involve the labor union in dealing with the
issue. From July 8, detectives Liu Jinrong and Zhu Qizhen, on behalf of NWK
Nos. 3 and 4 respectively, commenced talks with the GLU.89 In addition, the presid-
ium requested that No. 4 mill workers organize a delegation to go to different soci-
eties and newspapers to “tearfully complain about the false accusations against
them.”90

In early July, there was still no sign of a compromise between the workers and
owners. The ongoing lockout meant that the workers were still earning nothing.
On July 2, at the plenary session of the SRC, Zhang Zuochen, a member of the stand-
ing committee of the GLU and their representative in the Xiaoshadu-Caojiadu indus-
trial area, pointed out that there was poor discipline at NWK mills No. 3 and 4. The
workers had asked to resume work, but the owner was insisting the workers concede
defeat, and sought to dismiss the workers’ leaders.91 The workers themselves wanted
to carry out a combined strike (tongmeng bagong) against the owner, but the
Xiaoshadu Departmental Committee refused to allow it.92

Despite the passionate attitude of many workers immediately after the May
Thirtieth commemoration, a sense of despondency gradually overtook the NWK
mills after the incident at mill No. 4.93 The Shanghai Communist Party leaders viewed
the situation at NWK Nos. 3 and 4 as one in which the workers were “facing the con-
sequences of trying to ride a tiger.”94 Luo Yinong worried that the situation would
have a negative impact on workers’ attitude toward the CCP and the labor union.
Previously, Luo had tried to strike a balance, requesting that the Xiaoshadu
Departmental Committee “restrain the worker’s arrogance, on the one hand, and
on the other hand, not cause them to be too despondent.”95 But now, Luo was con-
cerned that this despondency among Xiaoshadu workers, who played a central role
among Shanghai workers, was impacting the broader labor movement. He believed
that it was necessary to “prepare a counterattack” in Xiaoshadu to restore the workers’
faith in the GLU. Luo thought Caojiadu and Yinxianggang also needed the CCP’s
invigoration. Luo hoped that, unlike workers’ spontaneous acts in June, in July the
Shanghai Communist Party might engage the labor movement with “preparation,
quality, and an appropriate degree [of action].”96

At the Xiaoshadu level, the Departmental Committee was to prepare to wage a
strike as a way out of their current defensive position. The Committee felt that the
Shanghai Communist Party and the labor union were only just keeping their heads
above water. The SRC leaders were worried that “from the perspective of their
class stake,” the Communists and the labor union would “definitely lose the faith
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and following of the workers if they did not carry out a counterattack.”97 However, at
this stage, any such counterattack was only theoretical. As Wang Shouhua put it at the
presidium meeting, the Shanghai Communist Party’s work was still inefficient, and
no firm arrangements were made for a counterattack at NWK.98 Although the strik-
ing workers were experiencing considerable hardship since they were not receiving
wages, the Communists and some workers were unwilling to make any concessions
to the owners.99

During this period, the detective Liu Jinrong delivered the Japanese conditions for
reemployment, which listed twenty workers for dismissal, and prohibited workers
from making trouble at the mills. The labor union refused these proposals, but felt
that the Japanese were now prepared to make a concession. Subsequently, the labor
union decided to launch a stoppage on July 17, in support of mills Nos. 3 and 4,
which would include NWK Nos. 5 (E), 5 (W), 8, 9, 12, and 15, and to demand
the government allow the GLU to resume public work.100 However, most mills
went back to work after only an hour-long stoppage: only at mills Nos. 5 (E) and
5 (W) did the owner fail to respond, and therefore workers continued their strike
until July 19.101 Meanwhile, mills No. 3 and 4 turned to the GLU for financial assis-
tance, which the latter was unable to provide.102

On July 23, the impasse was broken when workers lowered their requirements. In
fact, the press had already released information about the workers’ retreat.103

Representatives of the Cotton Mill Union, mills Nos. 3 and 4, and detectives working
on behalf of the Japanese owners reached a compromise.104 The workers did not con-
tinue to insist that NWK pay their salaries for the period of the strike. Instead, they
requested that the management of mills No. 3 and 4 lend the sum of five yuan to
every worker within a week after resumption of work, to be deducted from the recip-
ients’ wages in five instalments. The owner agreed to the workers’ conditions that “in
the future no workers be dismissed without reasonable cause,” and “that no police-
man be allowed to enter the mills, assault the workers, or arrest them without
grave reasons.”105 Seven and eleven workers were dismissed by the owners of
NWK Nos. 3 and 4 respectively.106 One day later, the month-long strikes ended,
and most of the workers returned to work.107

The Communists and the workers did not achieve what they had hoped for from
this strike. Instead, the tough stance of the Japanese employers was an effective way of
“making the employees succumb.”108 After this incident, the NWK began to use
long-term lockouts as a countermeasure against workers.109 As the contemporary
press observed, “the mills have won a distinct victory over the unruly workers.”110

The strike at the NWK: The second round

The truce was only temporary. During the first round of strikes, in mid-July, the CCP
Central Committee held an enlarged executive committee conference to guide current
action. The CCP leadership was concerned that the Communist organization and
labor union in Shanghai could not lead the workers because of competing factions
in the mills, and urged the local Shanghai leaders to prevent “primitive wanton
riots.”111 Within the Shanghai Communist Party, there were differing views on its
strategy regarding the workers. On July 27, right after work resumed at NWK Nos.
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3 and 4, Wang proposed discussing whether to wage a general strike against NWK at
the presidium meeting. He claimed that NWK owners would not fulfil their agree-
ments and argue for a socially sympathetic strike. Luo suspended Wang’s proposal,
because he thought that the owners were not being hard on workers and said he
would agree to a counterattack if there was sufficient public sympathy.112 However,
according to a Xiaoshadu Departmental Committee report, after returning to
NWK mills Nos. 3 and 4, the workers were actually more oppressed than before.113

The GLU leaders did not want workers to continue to “regard the labour union as
weaker than the capitalists.”114 Xiang Ying and Zhang Zuochen, members of the GLU
standing committee, thus summoned the CCP and League departmental committees,
and decided to launch a large strike in Xiaoshadu, thereby going against the SRC’s
ruling and Luo’s leadership. The Departmental Committee and Luo objected on
the grounds that around 70 percent of workers in that district would be unwilling
to strike because of a downturn in the yarn market, and that if the GLU persisted,
the strike would last at most three to four days. Moreover, in a slow market,
Japanese employers had no need to keep up employee numbers. In fact, it was com-
mon for cotton-mill owners to shut down altogether at such time, or at least cease
night shifts.115 Based on low yarn price and high rice price, Luo believed it was a
bad time for a long-term strike and observed that the Shanghai working class had
been gradually alienated from the general public as a result of the intensive strikes.116

Xiang and Zhang did have supporters for the combined strike strategy. At the pre-
sidium provisional meeting of 31 July, when discussing how to respond to the dis-
missal of dozens of workers at NWK mill No. 9, Wang insisted that a general
strike was self-defense against the Shanghai Communist Party failing to find its foot-
ing in the industrial area.117 Wang built a case for the general strike that Luo had pre-
viously vetoed, and suggested it might run for two weeks. Once again, Luo rejected
Wang’s proposal for several reasons: The government was strengthening its offensive
against the Communists; public opinion and progressive press coverage of the recent
strike was basically negative118; social support was not easy to obtain; and finally, Luo
did not think the district-by-district strikes that Wang envisaged were possible.
Conversely, he believed the strike should be limited to the NWK mills.
Furthermore, if the strike involved thirty thousand workers in Xiaoshadu, they
would need a budget of three thousand yuan at least, and Luo was concerned that
the Shanghai Communist Party could not secure funds from the CCP Central
Committee, Moscow, or the Guomindang. He believed that it would be better to
wait until the yarn price rose in August to act. For Luo, they should first hold steady
for at least a week: A general strike should be a last resort.119

Xiang Ying, another leader of the Shanghai labor movement, was on Luo’s side.
Xiang thought that, rather than real mass support, there were merely Communist rep-
resentatives and “troublemakers” at the NWK mills. In his view, the labor movement
needed to concentrate on NWK mills Nos. 5 (E) and 7 as its primary force.120 Wang,
on the other hand, believed that Luo and Xiang’s measures would only encourage
large-scale oppression by the Japanese, and lower the morale of the masses. Wang
regarded the general strike as having “a one-in-ten chance of survival,” thereby
preventing the resistance against the Japanese employers from being seen as a total
failure.121 Rather than call for a general strike at all NWK mills, the leaders agreed
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to support an ongoing strike at NWK mill No. 9 in what Zhang Zuochen called an
“offensive retreat.”122 At end of this meeting, only Wang voted for the NWK general
strike; six members voted against it.123

Less than a week after the proposal for a general strike at Xiaoshadu was rebuffed,
another incident ignited a large-scale collective labor movement. On August 3, a
Chinese man, Chen Atang, was found dead in the hold of a Japanese steamer, the
Manri Maru, berthed at Pudong. The two sides told contradictory stories: The
Japanese crew said that Chen was a thief, whose death resulted from falling into a
coal bunker while trying to escape. The Chinese press vehemently rejected this ver-
sion of events, insisting that Chen was a hawker peddling his wares on board, and that
he was beaten and tortured by the crew when he asked for payment.124 This incident
gave rise to a surge of Chinese nationalism, especially when the Chinese public dis-
covered that the Japanese crew were protected by extraterritorial jurisdiction.125

The Shanghai Communist Party decided to link the death of Chen Atang to their
resistance to the Japanese, and to make more trouble for the mill No. 9 owner.126 On
August 13, at around five o’clock in the morning, thousands of mill workers, mostly
from NWK, gathered on a vacant lot close to Suzhou River, between Robinson Road
and Penang Road, where they demonstrated against Japanese mistreatment and pro-
tested NWK’s lockout of mill No. 9. The demonstrators’ slogans drew connections
between the May Thirtieth incident and the Chen Atang case, claiming that the spirit
of the former was still alive.127 On August 16, the same day that NWK No. 9 formally
reopened, six workers of mill No. 5 were arrested for physically preventing mill No. 9
workers from returning to work.128

On August 17, the SRC held a critical presidium meeting, discussing strategies for
the labor movement at NWK. Luo, who considered a strike dangerous, again pro-
posed to internally regulate the organization. Similarly, Zhao did not want to enlarge
the labor campaign at that time, and objected to the idea of convening a civilian
assembly for the death of Chen Atang. By contrast, Wang suggested using the
Chen Atang case to raise worker morale, and wage a combined strike at mills Nos.
5 (E), 5 (W), 7, 8, and 12. The leaders of the Shanghai Communist Party did not
reach a consensus. In the afternoon of the same day, Luo, Xiang, and Wang con-
ducted a spot investigation in Xiaoshadu.129

At the same time, the GLU held an emergency meeting to decide the collective
action of Chinese workers at Japanese cotton mills. In total, thirty-two representatives
of the workers at nineteen mills including NWK Nos. 3, 4, 5 (E), 5 (W), 7, 8, 9, 12, 13,
14, 15, Japan-China Spinning and Weaving Co., Ltd., Dong Shing Spinning &
Weaving Company, Ltd., attended the meeting. Attendees suggested that all workers
at Japanese-owned mills issue a united declaration that they would boycott Japanese
goods, call on Chinese students in Japan to drop out of school and return home, and
hold a memorial for Chen Atang.130

The decision-making of the Shanghai Communist Party leadership was greatly
affected by the workers’ request for a strike.131 In the evening of August 17, the
Shanghai Communist Party leaders shared their observations and opinions at a spe-
cial meeting about the Xiaoshadu labor movement. Most agreed that it was time to
harness the Chen Atang incident and commence a general strike in order to regain
the trust of the masses and the leadership of the labor movement. They would use
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the general strike as a counterattack against the Japanese capitalists who had dis-
missed worker activists, and they would appeal to public sentiment to gain support.
Because the Chen Atang incident and the NWK mill workers’ hardship could both be
linked to Japanese actions, the Communists supposed the strike would resonate with
all levels of Shanghai society. At last, Luo agreed that the Chen Atang tragedy held
political significance, and despite his previous rejection of the general strike, agreed
with the majority that “the time had come.” However, Luo was still careful to note
that the primary work of the strike was to strengthen anti-Japanese sentiment.132

A headquarters and subordinate strike committee were organized at this meeting.
Xiang Ying was appointed as commander of the headquarters, and Zhang Zuochen as
director of the committee.133 NWK Nos. 5 (E) and (W) were chosen as ground zero
for the general strike. On August 20, Wang again explained to the SRC that the
Communist Party could not contain the workers’ anger and prevent them from spon-
taneously striking. The starting time was set for twelve o’clock, and the Cotton Mill
Union issued the first order announcing a combined strike at the NWK cotton mills.

On the morning of August 20, NWK Nos. 5 (E), 8, and 12 started the strike
together, joined later by mills Nos. 5 (W) and 7. Then NWK No. 15 joined at
noon. In the afternoon, between six thousand and seven thousand NWK mill workers
gathered and demonstrated at Tanziwan in a united public gesture.134 At Tanziwan,
their demands and stipulations chiefly concerned avenging Chen Atang and improv-
ing the treatment of workers.134 On August 21 and 22, NWK Nos. 3 and 13 joined the
strike. By August 22, 15,404 Chinese NWK workers were striking.135 At that time,136

Luo still believed that it would have been better to wait until August, when the yarn
price rose, to wage a general strike.137 Meanwhile, from August 21, the Communists
placed a picket of about 350 members at various ferries and mills to maintain the
strike, resist the “scabs,” and prevent workers from resuming work before they
could gain the upper hand in the negotiations.138

In the name of the Cotton Mill Union, the Communists began to engage and
negotiate with the Japanese owners through representatives such as Pan Donglin,
who was a member and director of the general affairs of the FSA. On August 23,
Pan and his fellow members went to the NWK general office to meet with the
NWK owner. There, Pan argued that damage could be avoided on both sides by solv-
ing the workers’ problems and reopening the mills as soon as possible. The SRC felt
positive about Pan’s engagement and supposed that the owners were panicking about
the stoppage. However, at some mills, the strike encountered resistance, as 80 percent
of workers of NWK Nos. 3 and 13 had already resumed work, and there was almost
no response to calls for a collective strike from Yangshupu, another important indus-
trial area of Shanghai.139 On August 23, the Communist leaders decided to escalate
the general strike. Chen Duxiu, the leader of the Central Committee, insisted on it.
After visiting Xiaoshadu personally, Luo agreed: He hoped to strike a balance between
demonstrating and negotiating, which meant that it was better for all NWK mills to
strike from the second day and to mediate through social groups. Xiang and Zhao
were on Luo’s side, hoping to enlarge the strike, but also to quickly resolve it.140

On August 25, the SRC decided to expand the strike and increase propaganda
about the Chen Atang incident. In order to strike successfully and revive the
Shanghai labor movement, they believed it necessary to extend the strike to all

International Labor and Working‐Class History 215

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

22
00

00
60

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547922000060


Japanese factories in Shanghai, and to appeal to the wider Shanghai public as a means
of creating social pressure. Luo still held a reserved attitude toward this general strike,
but thought that this was at the very least a way of avoiding failure. In the face of
unfavorable economic circumstances, he had to convince others and himself of the
political significance of the strike. One day later, on August 26, the GLU released a
letter to all labor unions of Japanese enterprises in Shanghai, ordering them to pre-
pare for a united anti-Japanese strike in three days.141

Mediating the strike: A less successful outcome for the Communists

Negotiations between Chinese representatives and Japanese mill owners were ongo-
ing. On August 25, the Chinese representative, Wu Zhihao, president of the FSA, sug-
gested separating the Chen Atang incident from the general strike and resolving the
latter first. One day later, representatives of the Red International of Labour Unions
(Profintern) gave the same advice and requested not expanding the strike under the
current circumstances, and resolving the matter in three days.142 Wang objected,
claiming that this would damage morale, and persuaded the Moscow representatives
to offer another two thousand yuan in strike funds.143 On August 27, the SRC
decided to enlarge the demonstrations, but after a week of the strike, the
Communists began to step back from their hardline stance. The leadership deter-
mined to leave the Chen Atang incident to commercial and educational circles.
They hoped that FSA would complete the negotiations regarding the strike as soon
as possible, even at the cost of making conditional concessions.144

As a tough promoter of the CCP labor movement, even Wang started to worry
about the dynamics and prospects of the general strike, expressing for the first
time (on August 27, in the presidium) the pessimistic view that the NWK strike
could not last long: the masses were scared, the strike committees incapable, and
the owners obstinate.145 Luo and Zhao shared Wang’s concerns, especially regarding
the CCP’s inoperative branches, the deflated members, and the disappointed masses.
On September 4, Luo publicly admitted that the strike in Xiaoshadu was doomed to
fail.146 On August 27, T. Funatsu, director-general of the Japanese Cotton Millowners’
Association, arrived in Shanghai to complete negotiations. Three days later, on 30
August 30, the GLU dispatched three people as representatives of the Xiaoshadu
workers to visit him, and they had a short discussion in which they explained the
reason for the strike. In a letter to T. Funatsu, the Cotton Mill Union detailed their
version of the whole story leading to the last two months of strikes in Japanese
mills. The Chen Atang incident, which the legal system would resolve, was not a
critical point. Instead, the representatives presented four minimum conditions in
support of workers’ interests.147

In order to continue mediation with the Japanese owners, the worker representa-
tives secured the help of Yu Qiaqing, renowned entrepreneur and president of the
Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce.148 On August 31, the FSA also formed
a mediation committee to formally settle the confrontation between employers and
employees. The worker representatives went to see Pan Donglin, welcomed the com-
mittee for the mediation, and emphasized the necessity of the four minimum condi-
tions. The Chen Atang incident was set aside.149 By September 3, more than twelve
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thousand workers had been on strike from NWK Nos. 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 12, 13, 14, 15, and
Dong Shing Spinning & Weaving Company mills.150 However, the Shanghai
Communist Party was dissatisfied by their inability to raise a strike at NWK No. 9,
which dismissed more than twenty workers and was “the only Naigai mill which
has remained loyal.”151 On September 2, practically all NWK day-shift workers
were working again. At the presidium meeting on September 3, the local
Communist leaders reached an agreement that there were two ways out of the strike:
“either stage a bloody riot to frighten the capitalists, or carry on with mediation by
different parties.” Meanwhile, SRC leaders, such as Zhao, observed that the masses
were already downhearted and disappointed with the labor union because the latter
could do nothing about the relief fund shortage. Thus, the Shanghai Communist
leadership understandably had to choose mediation.152

The Japanese owners knew that they had the advantage: Yarn prices remained low,
and the workers had insufficient resources to continue the strike indefinitely.
Compared to employees, who endured significant losses while unemployed, employ-
ers were in less of a hurry to reopen mills. Instead, they became more adamant about
their terms as a precondition for reopening, which meant harder work for the
Chinese mediators. Meanwhile, on September 5, the Northern Expedition Army
had started marching toward Jiangxi, and the army directed its forces against Sun
Chuanfang’s rule in Shanghai. As a reaction to this latest situation, on September
7, the SRC discussed preparing to greet the Northern Expedition Army. Luo proposed
more effort towards strikes among transportation workers, and decided to approach
Yu for mediation to bring the NWK strikes to a quick end.153

Throughout this time, the Communists were not able to raise enough funds for the
unemployed. As reported by the secretary of the Xiaoshadu Departmental
Committee, from September 9 and 10, panic and rumors circulated among mill work-
ers in the area. Unemployed workers were in urgent need of financial relief, which the
labor union could not supply. In turn, the mill owners strengthened their propaganda
about the inadequacies of the labor union.154 The Communists and the labor union
began to retreat: On September 12, they allowed participating Dong Shing Spinning &
Weaving Company mills to resume work.155

Yu did not let the Communists down. Over September 13 and 14, Yu and Pan’s
mediation reached its final stage. In this period, Yu engaged with the Japanese consul,
and Pan negotiated with the NWK owners. Yu kept Shanghai Communist Party lead-
ers updated, and the Japanese consul also engaged with NWK owners. On September
14, there was a three- party negotiation (Yu Qiaqing, the NWK owner, and the
Japanese consul) at the Japanese consulate, which finally reached a compromise to
end the strike. The main conditions were: increase the daily rice allowance for each
worker by three cents; improve the treatment of workers; three days after work
resumed, the employer would lend four yuan to each worker, which workers could
repay in one-yuan instalments. Rejected by Wang, Yu, and Pan, the owner’s proposal
to dismiss sixty to seventy workers was set aside in the appendices, along with the
conditions of wage increases, supposedly to be negotiated further when Funatsu
was back.156 In practice, the workers could wait no longer. On September 14, during
negotiations, it was reported that 80 percent of NWK workers returned to work.
Ultimately, only the first and third conditions were implemented.157
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On September 15, NWK Nos. 3, 4, 5 (E) (W), 7, 8, 12, 13, 14, and 15 issued notice
that they would reopen. One day later, around eleven thousand workers returned to
work unconditionally: between 75 and 90 percent of the people employed in the
NWK mills in the western district.158 By September 18, NWK had dismissed more
than 240 workers.159 According to an SRC internal report from October 1926,
more than three hundred workers lost their jobs after the strike.160 In the wake of
the failed strike, the Shanghai CCP faced enormous setbacks. Membership fell
from 2,223 in August to 1,395 in September.161 CCP organizational statistics from
April to December 1926 reveal cotton-mill worker membership decreased from
1,088 to 178, and the number of branches dropped from 44 to 12. The membership
of the Cotton Mill Union in the GLU dropped from 30,468 in September 1926 to
25,640 in January 1927.162 Before long, the CCP started to shift their focus to the
armed uprising in Shanghai.

Conclusion

On September 11, days before the SRC plenum of September 17 formally declared the
strike a failure, Chen Duxiu criticized the Shanghai Communist Party’s work. After
hearing reports from Luo Yinong and his fellow local Communist leaders, the
Central Committee requested that the Shanghai Communist Party cut members
and funds, rectify its branch work, and convene meetings of branch secretaries
after the strike.163 The Shanghai Communist Party leaders did not contest the
Central Committee’s decision: they admitted that the strike “was conducted in a
very poor manner,” and shared the Central Committee’s sense of “suffering caused
by the destruction of the Shanghai Communist Party.”164

During the strike, the Japanese employers took advantage of favorable market con-
ditions, and generally held firm against the continuous challenges of the Communists
and workers.165 The Japanese employers used a series of measures to deal with the
workers, offering day and night shifts and good pay to appeal to the unemployed,
and investigating pawnshops to ascertain the economic status of the unemployed.166

Compared to the workers, for whom the lockout was a matter of life and death, the
Japanese owners had the advantage of time and the resources to wait for the workers
to capitulate. They gained the upper hand in the mediation and eventually achieved
their goals.

There were separate reasons for the Shanghai Communist Party’s involvement in
these two rounds of general strikes at NWK. However, local Communist leaders had
neither a clear picture of their intended policy, nor a deep understanding of the sit-
uation. The Communists’ reason for intervening in the strike mainly derived from the
thought that they must maintain the morale of workers as the CCP’s first and fore-
most class force, as well as revive the labor movement in a crucial industrial area of
Shanghai. However, they overestimated the capacity of the May Thirtieth anniversary
campaign to raise revolutionary fervor. Rather than representing a considered, long-
term project, the CCP’s actions were improvised and reactive: They were swayed by
workers’ demands and sometimes even forced into improper decision-making by
their fear of losing the confidence and loyalty of workers.
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Instead of following the CCP Central Committee and Moscow representatives,
Shanghai Communist leaders, to some extent, behaved autonomously to fulfil their
political ambitions, even though these actions led to expression of dissatisfaction
from the Far Eastern Bureau of the Executive Committee of the Communist
International (ECCI), which operated as a Moscow authority directing different
aspects of CCP work.167 The Shanghai Communists capitalized on the death of
Chen Atang to rouse public anger and nationalism in an effort to gain support for
the NWK general strike. Unlike Gu Zhenghong, an NWK worker who was shot
and killed by a Japanese employer, Chen was an obscure figure who died of debatable
causes, and so his case did not resonate as powerfully with the public, nor was it con-
nected to the strikes.168 Additionally, the Shanghai Communist Party exposed the
confusion and fatigue at its departmental and branch levels. The departmental com-
mittees were unable to fulfil their responsibilities in cooperating with the work of the
GLU.

There were contradictory approaches to the strikes within the SRC. Luo and Wang
interpreted events differently as they unfolded, in accordance with their individual
responsibilities. Luo, as secretary, was focused more on building the CCP’s organiza-
tion and discipline, while Wang, as labor leader, was in frequent and close contact
with workers, and hence more sympathetic to their struggles.169 Compared with
Wang’s greater radicalism, Luo was more practical, taking economic and social factors
into account.170 And although Luo predicted the end result, he still followed
Communist ideology and the majority’s opinion on waging a general strike.

As Smith argues, at a deeper level of consciousness, “traditional norms persisted”
for a large number of workers.171 In the case of NWK, the workers’ factions and
native place associations both aided the Shanghai Communist Party’s work and hand-
icapped their leading role in the strike.172 According to available evidence, workers
placed greater trust in their traditional factions or gangs than they did in the
CCP-organized labor union. In particular, the Shanghai Communist Party preferred
to use gang networks or sworn brotherhoods and sisterhoods to unite workers, even if
CCP members were aware of the negative effects of groups based on such traditional
bonds and connections.173 However, the workers were willing to use the CCP’s
resources to extend their influence in the mills and to increase their incomes.174

As Dirlik highlights, interpretations of the relationship between the workers and
the Communists are shifting “toward greater stress on divergence and conflict of
interest.”175

Instead of stamping a dichotomy between practical and ideological concerns on
cotton-mill workers and Communists, this article demonstrates two more complex
dimensions of their activism. Firstly, both workers and the Communists employed
instrumental rationality: For workers, immediate economic and practical concerns
were a common motivation in their strikes; the Communists, for a time, behaved
far more practically and rationally, considering the conditions and timing of their
actions when responding to the mood of the workers, which alternated between
enthusiasm and despondency. Secondly, there was the issue of final ends, which
ranged along a spectrum from highly ideological to piecemeal. At the highly ideolog-
ical end of the spectrum were the Communists’ revolutionary goals and an ideological
vision of anti-imperialism and the liberation of the people, and the workers’ sporadic

International Labor and Working‐Class History 219

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

22
00

00
60

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547922000060


enthusiasm about situating themselves in a cross-class anti-imperialist movement.176

At the piecemeal end of the spectrum, the Communists (as in the case of NWK
strikes), used economic strikes as a means of ultimately fighting a political way
out.177 For their part, rather than considering more practical interests, workers
often engaged in strikes out of sympathy and support for fellow mill workers, a moti-
vation that introduced intense emotional dynamics and regional connections into the
situation. Emotion was also an important influence on the Communists, who were
persuaded by the passion of workers, or by their own passions in certain circum-
stances. In the case of the NWK strikes, workers felt that they were suffering contin-
uously at the hands of foreign owners, whom the CCP presented as evil imperialists.

The Communists and workers shared a common enemy, at least, which enabled
them to cooperate. However, while immersed in those strikes, they had different long-
term aims and outlooks. The CCP worked toward their revolutionary goal at the cost
of workers’ interests if necessary, and the latter prioritized their practical needs. As
such, the workers could arguably be seen as passengers on the Communist train: get-
ting off at an earlier station once they had achieved their goals, had their demands
met, or backed down from their original aims, thus leaving the Communists to
deal with the aftermath.
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