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A BRIDGE SHEET-ASIA AND AFRICA BETWEEN THE WORLD WARS,


1919-39





	In their way, Africa and Asia were as vitally affected by World War I as Europe had


been. Germany and the Ottoman Empire had been destroyed as colonial powers, with their 


territories divided among the British, French, and Japanese, but underneath the superficial


appearances of imperial gains, it was clear that British and French ability to hold on to their 


colonial empires was weakening. To begin with, both Britain and France had depended on


Asian and African troops to defeat the Germans, and the Asians and Africans had learned


the obvious lessons about potential European weakness. World War I, and later the Great


Depression of the 1930s, left Britain and France badly in debt and less able to pay the costs


of maintaining their colonial empires. In his Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson had stated


that in all colonial questions, "the interests of the native populations be given equal weight


with the desires of European governments," and after 1919, Asians and Africans were not


shy about letting their European colonial masters know what Asian and African interests were.


And even though the League of Nations organized a Mandate system whereby the British,


French, and Japanese administered territories taken from the Germans and Ottomans, that


Mandate system also suggested that the mandated territories be prepared for eventual


independence. The end result was the development of a non-European nationalism which


was especially strong in Asia.





	The Middle East witnessed several momentous developments whose consequences


are still with us today. The Ottoman Empire lost almost all its Arab possessions, and by 1920


both the empire and the Osmanli dynasty were gone. Turkey reorganized itself into a dictatorship


under Mustafa Kemal, a military hero of World War I, fended off an invasion from Greece,


moved its capital from Istanbul to Ankara, and began modernization along European lines.


Traditional Ottoman dress was outlawed, Muslim religion and government were separated, and 


a Roman style alphabet was adopted. Most Arab states were divided between the British and


French, who were interested in access to newly discovered Middle Eastern oil, though Arabia


became independent under a monarchy acceptable to British and US oil interests. Egypt gained


independence in 1922, to be followed by Iraq in 1932. Perhaps the most important development


occurred in Palestine, where the Ottoman government had allowed Jewish immigration ever


since 1903. A Zionist movement which promoted that immigration had developed among


European Jews, who were alarmed by the Dreyfus affair in France and the pogroms in Russia,


and who wanted a homeland of their own. When the British took over Palestine in 1917, they


promised in the Balfour Declaration of that year that Jews would be allowed a national homeland


in Palestine, provided it did not interfere with the rights of Palestinian Arabs already there. It was


unclear from the declaration whether that meant an independent Jewish nation in the Middle


East. Because of its vagueness, the Balfour Declaration planted both the seeds of the modern


Israeli nation and the conflict between Israelis and Arabs which persists to this day. 





	One of the strong signs that Europe was losing its imperial grip was a strong independence movement in India, dating from the organization of the Congress Party in 1885. Fears of a Hindu-dominated India had led to the formation of the Muslim League in 1906, but in the Lucknow Pact of 1916, both groups agreed to an alliance aimed at Indian independence. The Government of India Act, passed in 1919, indicated some real progress. Indian officials took over the admininstration of health, education, and agricultural services, though the center of power-taxes, the police, and the courts-stayed in British hands. Unfortunately, this partial progress was badly compromised by the Rowland Acts, which extended India's state of  wartime emergency and restricted civil rights. Under this state of tension, ten thousand Hindus gathered to celebrate a religious festival at Amritsar. Unknown to the crowd, the British general in charge of the city, Reginald Dyer, had ordered a ban on all public meetings. Dyer's response to the gathering was to bring in native Gurkha troops and to fire into the crowd. At his orders, 379 died and another 1137 were wounded. Among the dead and wounded were women and children. This Amritsar Massacre crisis bankrupted the moral authority of Britain in India and led to the rise of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi.





	Though Gandhi never himself held public office, he completely reorganized India's


independence movement. Instead of appealing to the elites, as the Congress Party and


Muslim League had done, he identified himself with India's poor masses, insisting on an India 


with equal rights for both Hindus and Muslims, a secular government with religious freedom for all, the end of the caste system and equal rights for India's lowest class, the untouchables, and nonviolent methods of resistance against British power. He turned the Congress Party into a 


mass movement. In many respects, his movement was a dramatic success. His methods of satyagraha-nonviolent resistance-directly influenced Martin Luther King and the US civil rights movement of 1954-68; he was given the title of Mahatma-great soul-; and India achieved indpendence in 1947. Ironically, Gandhi died at the hands of an assassin on January 30, 1948, 


just as Dr. King would die of assassination in 1968. India's independence was not enough to end Hindu-Muslim tension in India, whichwas centuries old. The Muslim League insisted on a separate, Muslim Pakistan, and the resulting partition of India led to an Indo-Pakistani war which killed 2,000,000 people in 1947-48, and conflict between India and Pakistan which continues to the present.





	China was theoretically independent, but struggled with foreign control and 


modernization problems after the collapse of the Qing dynasty in 1912. Sun-Yat-sen,


China's Nationalist leader, hoped for a democratic republic organized along vaguely


socialist lines, and turned over leadership of the shaky new republic to Yuan Shigai,


China's leading general. Yuan's actual ambition was to create an imperial dynasty of his


own, but he died in 1916, before he could act on his idea. After that point, China broke


into pieces, each controlled by a local warlord. Sun and his Guomintang/Nationalist Party


ran China in name only. So weak was the new Chinese republic that in 1915, Japan tried


to force Twenty-One demands on China that would have turned the country into a virtual


Japanese colony. When the Versailles Treaty granted Japan control of China's Shandong


Peninsula, which Japan had taken from Germany, the Chinese response was the student-


led May Fourth Movement of 1919, which insisted on a modern democratic republic and


expulsion of foreigners from Chinese territory. By 1923, a communist party had formed


under the leadership of Mao Zedong.





	For purposes of national unity, Sun was willing to ally his Guomintang with the


communists in hopes of crushing the warlords and ending foreign control of China's


economy, but with Sun, nationalism was always more important than socialism or


communism. After Sun's death in 1925, his successor, general Jiang Jieshi, was both


anti-warlord and anti-communist. In 1927, Jiang tried to crush the communists, and the


result was a civil war between the communists and the Guomintang which continued in


fits and starts until Mao took over China in 1949, as Jiang fled to Taiwan. Mao had 


built his power around the peasants, who were seven-eighths of China's population, while


Jiang, who urgently wanted modernization and western technology, relied on China's upper


classes and foreign investment, and was willing to abandon any serious land reform or aid


to the peasants, whom he often forcibly drafted into the Chinese army. Adding to China's 


confusion and sorrow was frequent pressure from Japan, which continued until 1945.





	Japan, with a modern industrial system and substantial and well-trained armed


forces, was clearly Asia's strongest nation and a colonial power in its own right. During the


1920s, Japan seemed on its way to long-term prosperity and a democratic constitutional


monarchy, but under the surface, matters were different. Japanese nationalists were happy


to learn western technology but suspicious of western political and social ideas. Japan's


military successes since the Meiji Restoration had convinced the nationalists that the 


Japanese were superior to all other Asian peoples, with a right to treat the rest of east


Asia as they pleased. Japan was also hungry for natural resources, which it desperately


lacked, and exported manufactured goods to pay for the raw materials it needed. When 


Japan's exported trade caved in during 1930 because of the Great Depression, Japan


looked to China as a reservoir of raw materials and cheap labor. Its aim was to control


east Asia by turning the region into a series of colonies and satellite nations and casting


out all non-Asian influence. In 1931, Japanese militarists assassinated the prime minister 


and took over the government, and in 1931-32, they invaded Manchuria, conquered it, and 


turned it into a puppet kingdom ruled by the last Qing emperor, twenty-seven year old Henry 


Pu Yi. In 1937, Japan followed with a full-scale invasion of China, which brought Japan into conflict with the pro-Chinese foreign policy of the United States and led to Pearl Harbor on 


Dec. 7, 1941.       


