China and Japan in the Interwar Period

The Warlord Period

Intellectual Developments

In 1912, you may recall, a revolution overthrew the Qing dynasty in China.  The Qing dynasty’s attempts to pursue limited Westernization—to accept Western industry and technology, but keep Confucian ideals—had failed.  The collapse of the ancient Chinese monarchy opened an era of rapid change and dangerous chaos in China.  Politically, China after 1912 rapidly disintegrated.  The revolutionaries tried to set up a Western-style republic, but the newly elected president of the republic, military leader Yuan Shigai, immediately set about trying to set up a dictatorship.  In 1913 he dissolved the new Chinese parliament and might have become dictator had he not died in 1916.  

After Yuan’s death, the complete collapse of the central government became clear.  China entered a period of warlordism.  Local strong men, called warlords, ruled over their regions, and the central government had little control over them. Violence, anarchy, corruption, and economic collapse devastated the country.  At the same time, imperialism continued, as Japan took Germany’s former possessions in China and expanded into new areas.  China’s collapse seemed to be accelerating.
This period of chaos produced several reactions.  There were, for example, a number of new intellectual currents.  The May Fourth Movement of 1919 began as a student protest against foreign imperialism.  On May 4, 1919, students in Chinese cities took to the streets to protest the decision made at the Paris Peace Conference to give Germany’s concessions in China to Japan.  The Chinese had of course hoped the concessions would be returned to China, and were furious that imperialism was being perpetuated in Paris.  
While the May Fourth Movement was ineffective at stopping Japanese expansion—Japan did in the end get Germany’s concessions—it did help increase the popularity of Western ideas in China.  It led eventually to the New Culture Movement in the 1920s, which attacked traditional Confucian culture and values, and advocated adoption of Western values and ideas, such as individualism, democracy, liberty, equality, modern science, and critical thinking.  Also associated with the New Culture Movement was the increased popularity of Marxism and the beginnings of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which was founded in 1921 and which grew throughout the 1920s.  Many Chinese were particularly attracted by the Communists’ strong opposition to Western imperialism.
Civil War
Rise of Japanese ultranationalism

The CCP was one important political force in interwar China.  Also politically important was the Nationalist Party, or Guomindang, led first by Sun Yat-sen (until his death in 1925), and then by Jiang Jieshi.  The Nationalists organized themselves into a powerful party modeled after the Communist Party in the Soviet Union.  The Nationalists were at first closely allied with the CCP.  Many Communists were also members of the GMD, and Nationalist leaders were happy to have Communist support in their struggle against foreign imperialists.  At their core, however, the Nationalists were just that, old-fashioned nationalists, committed to the revival of China as an independent nation.  What they were not particularly committed to was democracy.  Still, they were relatively effective, and in the 1920s were able to gain some control over the warlords and re-establish a kind of central government.  Taking advantage of his new power and authority, Jiang attacked the Communists in 1927 and drove them into remote corners of China.  He did, however, succeed in eliminating them.

Following the purge in 1927, the Communists, after 1934 led by Mao Zedong, began an off-and-on civil war with the Nationalists.  In 1934, the Nationalists almost succeeded in wiping out the Communists, when they surrounded and almost destroyed the Communist guerilla army.  The Communists survived only by marching 6000 miles across China, in the famous Long March.  The Nationalists, however, were never able to eliminate the Communist threat.  Why not? One important reason was that the Nationalist government was increasingly corrupt, and not interested in meeting the demands of the greatest mass of unhappy people, the Chinese peasantry.  The Nationalists refused to undertake the land reform (giving land to the peasants) that might have kept the peasants happy.  Just as important in handicapping the Nationalists was increasing Japanese aggression, which kept the Nationalist government from focusing on the Communists, from modernizing effectively, or from gaining real control over large sections of the country.

Japan, of course, had modernized in the 19th century, becoming a powerful, industrial nation.  Already in the 1890s it had begun moving into China, which it saw as its natural “sphere of influence.”  After World War I, the Japanese were given the former German possessions in China (and the Pacific).  Even so, things might have worked out OK.  Just as in Europe, Japan was heading towards democracy.  In the 1920s, Japan adopted universal male suffrage, and the parliament was given more power.  This move towards democracy, however, was cut off by a rising, authoritarian ultranationalist movement.  Japanese ultranationalists were similar in 



Japanese invasion of China
many ways to the dictators of interwar Europe—they were opposed to many traditional European values (in fact, they were often opposed to all Western ideas), they despised democracy, and they praised foreign expansion and war.  Though they were gaining influence in the 1920s, it was the Great Depression which finally undermined democratic, civilian government in Japan.  By throwing Japan into economic turmoil, the Depression undermined the legitimacy of civilian rulers and gave the ultranationalists in the military the opportunity to increase their power.

In 1931, Japanese army officers in Manchuria (acting on their own initiative, and no longer under the complete control of the Japanese government in Tokyo) detonated a bomb on a Japanese-built railway line in Manchuria (the so-called Mukden incident).  Japanese military leaders blamed the Chinese, and used that as an excuse to seize all of Manchuria, which they set up as a puppet state called Manchukuo.  The League of Nations protested, but did nothing else; nonetheless, Japan left the League in protest.  Already the League’s ineffectiveness at keeping peace was becoming apparent.  At home, Japanese militarists used the foreign war to expand their power and undermine Japanese democracy.

In 1937, the Japanese army used another incident, this time near Beijing, as an excuse to begin an all-out war of conquest against China.  The Nationalists and the Chinese Communist Party, now allies again, fought back but were unable to stop the Japanese advance.  Within a year the Japanese had seized much of China, in the process carrying out some significant atrocities (most infamously in the so-called “Rape of Nanjing” in December 1937 to January 1938, in which hundreds of thousands of Chinese were killed and tens of thousands of women were raped).  As the Japanese armies advanced through China, Japan moved close to a military-dominated dictatorship at home.

But, the Japanese were not able to defeat the Chinese completely.  The Nationalists and the Communists continued to resist, and now Japan was bogged down in a protracted war in China.  Worryingly, their war was attracting increasing criticism from the United States, which since the 1890s had had a policy of seeking to preserve China’s independence.  It was this disagreement over Japan’s policy in China that would ultimately provoke World War II in the Pacific.

