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Abstract

According to class struggle theory, rural China before 1949 featured two contrasting classes, the
exploiting class and the exploited class. Some current research tends to—from the perspectives of
marketrelations and moral economics—focus onthe harmonious aspectof the rural society of that
time. Based on different surveys and their associated discourses on tenancy and employment relation-
shipsin the Jianghan Plainin the late Qing, the Republic of China, and the 1950s, this article argues
that different discourses emphasized different aspects of rural society. The surveys of the late Qing
and some surveys of the Republic are closer to reality, while the CCP surveys of the 1950s and the
gazetteers compiled in the 1950s, influenced by political propagandaand policy, are heavilyloaded
with ideological biases and exaggerate the landlord-tenant conflict. This kind of influence has gradu-
ally weakened since the 1980s, and the gazetteers compiled afterward are closer to reality. Those new
studies that deny exploitation and evil landlords are overcorrecting. The Jianghan experience of ten-
ancy and employment relationships demonstrates that in the early twentieth century, exploitation
among classes, market competition, and moral economics all existed at the same time. Because the
Jianghan Plain was prone to frequent water calamities, we also need to add the specific influence of
the environmental factor to our understanding of tenancy and employment relationships in this
region.
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