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Abstract

This thesis tries to study the handicraft industry of modern
China as an economy entity from 1840 to 1936, by the guide of the
theory of Marxism’s handicraft economic history and proto-industri-
alization in the contemporary Western academic circles. This thesis
replies two questions on the whole. Why had the handicraft industry
of modern China existed so long? What is the history position and
function of it? The divergences had existed on the two questions in
the past academic circles. We consider that many factors caused the
handicraft existing so long, for example, the impoverishment of tra-
ditional peasants’ economy, the interaction between handicraft in-
dustry and national machine industry, the government action in the
handicraft economy, the influence of the international market, the
reformation of productive forces of handicraft, the modernity vicissi-
tude of the relations of production and so on.

In my‘opinion, the handicraft industry of modern China was a
middle economy between tradition and modern. ‘ The middle econo-
my’ —this concept is not only the definition for the stage of vicissi-
tude of modern handicraft, but also normalize the function between
the traditionnal agriculture and modern industry. Inside the handi-
craft industry, first and foremost, we consider that the productive
forces appeared the tendency of the middle technology, for example,
the alteration of handicraft tools, the technological mode of “mill-
stone + steam-engine”, and began to transform into the machine

product. Second and more importantly, the modernity vicissitude
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sprang up in the types of relations of handicraft production as well.
It was the major management form of the handicraft of modern Chi-
na that the adherent management under the putting-out system and
the centralized handicraft workshops of the independent and autono-
mous management under the self-supporting system. The division of
labour came to be the main workform in the centralized workshops,
so did parts of the adherent. But these changes possessed a strong
traditional shade in the sphere of the productive forces or relations of
production. The handicraft industry was a middle economic strength
between the traditionnal agriculture and modern industry. The rea-
son for this was that the modern handicraft industrial production ab-
sorbed many surplus laborers of agriculture which the national ma-
chine industry didn’t assimilated at the early phase of industrializa-
tion, that the handicraft requested a better planting and managing
technology of traditionnal agriculture—this is named ‘ for-linkage’
function, and it brought about supplement to the national machine
industrial production—this is named ‘ back-linkage’ function. The
early industrialization of modern China was not only decided by
transplantation of the progressive industry technology from West,
but also subjected to the ‘destiny’ of modern handicraft industry. So
the industrialization of modern China was actually a combine of two
industrialization way—the transplantation and ‘graft’. The tenden-
cy of the middle economy determined the process of the early indus-
trialization of modern China, however, the ‘graft’ on the middle
economy was contingent on the government action. So the success or
failure of the early industrialization of madern China depended on the

modernity government to a certain extent.
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