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Introduction

On a warm Shanghai night in July of 1921, a handful of young Chinese intellectuals came together to form a group that would one day become historic. While this collection of young people did not intend to become a political powerhouse, they would, and the group would later become known as the Chinese Communist Party, or the CCP.

The CCP was founded by two revolutionaries, Li Dazhao and Chen Duxiu, who had formed the group as a forum to discuss Marxism and other western ideologies. When the party first formed, it looked more like a club than a government. Still, the formation of this party would go on to change China’s political destiny and, with it, the world. But what happened to spark such unrest and revolt among the people? Why were students meeting under the cover of darkness to organize against their own government? And how would this small meeting eventually lead to civil war?

The answer to these questions lies in the events that took place in China after the fall of the Qing dynasty. China had a long history of violence and political strife, but in 1921, the country was being torn apart at the seams. Any sign of the old, thriving Imperial China was gone, leaving a stumbling new nation in its wake.

It would take years for China to once more establish itself as a powerful political presence in the world. The nation would face questions of identity and ideology, along with years of unrest. No one knew yet how history would unfold, but it was clear from the beginning that whatever China was to become, it would not do so without a fight.


Chapter One

Background: A War Brews

“If the idea of revolution is to win out, it must be through political enlightenment. It is useless to try to impose it by force of arms.”

—Sun Yat-sen

Following the collapse of the Qing dynasty and the events of the 1911 Revolution, China was essentially a new nation. Imperial China previously had a long, rich history, dating back as far as 221 BCE. So, when the dynasty fell in 1911-1912, it left space for the nation to become something brand new. This should have been good news for a public who had been waiting on the fall of imperialism for years, only tolerating the monarchy because they had no other political option, but this was not the case for the Chinese people.

While the previous conflict was over and the monarchy had fallen, all was not peaceful in China. After about 2,000 years of imperialism, this newfound republic was weak and fractured. Without the tradition and steadfast rules of the monarchy, China seemed to be scrambling for somewhere to land. The country was suffering a crisis of identity, looking to its allies for guidance. In the aftermath of their long imperial history, what was China to become?

There was no easy answer to this question. It seemed that everyone had a different vision for the future of China, and this created conflict and chaos among both the Chinese government and the people. The sheer size and population of China made a centralized government a near-impossible task after such a long time of division. During this era, there was no trust in the shakily established Chinese government, so control of China fell to the most powerful possible candidates, and China spiraled into what is now referred to as its Warlord Era.

The unease and political confusion across China allowed these warlords, including members of the Beiyang Army, to gain power in many parts of the nation. When China found itself without any leadership after the failed start of the republic and the subsequent death of the first president, Yuan Shikai, the country dissolved into factions. The remaining warlords divided the nation up among themselves. By 1916, China was rife with corruption, littered with power-hungry, militant warlords, and suffering from hunger, poverty, and cruelty. The factions warred with each other, battling for dominance, land, money, and power.

The warlords’ main goal was profit. They were seeking power and wealth and used strategies of exploitation and corruption to achieve their goal. Throughout the period of warlord rule, the civil service perished, and the highly educated withdrew from political into academic life, leaving the government to be run by militants and power-hungry careerists. These warlord governments did not care for the well-being of the people of China, instead serving only their own ends.

As the warlords seized control of the government, they printed excessive amounts of money to fund their armies and imposed new and increased taxes on the people. As the Chinese people became disheartened with their military leaders and tired of constant war, public sentiment quickly turned against the warlord system. Other political leaders in China saw this unrest and the rise in anti-warlord sentiment and jumped at the chance to rally the people behind a different form of government.

On May 4, 1919, mass protests broke out in Beijing. The protestors were mostly made up of students who stood in opposition to the Chinese government’s decisions during World War I. China had, for example, given up territory to Japan, a move these protestors did not approve of. These demonstrations, known as the May Fourth Movement, caused a rise in Nationalist sentiment among the Chinese people.

Chinese writer, Han Suyin, said of the May Fourth Movement, “For China, the watershed between ‘yesterday’ and ‘today’ began on May 4, 1919. All my generation date ourselves from this year and this day . . . For it was on this day that China’s intellectuals turned away from the West.” Han Suyin pinpointed the May Fourth Movement as the moment when the Chinese government lost all respect and support from young Chinese intellectuals who were studying politics and new ways of government. This event popularized Communism as a viable, though radical, alternative to the current Chinese government. While Communism was new and unknown, it acted as another option to China’s dynastic past and warlord-ruled current reality.

In 1919, former president Sun Yat-sen re-established the Chinese Nationalist Party, also known as the Kuomintang (KMT). His direct goal was to position the KMT as an attractive alternative to warlord rule. In the long term, and perhaps more fervently, Sun Yat-sen wanted to revive his republic, which had failed back in 1912, and his own reputation and status in China along with it.

Sun Yat-sen knew that the northern warlords had a stronger army than he had down south. The KMT had more men than guns and no means to obtain more, forcing them to rely on neighboring warlord regimes for military aid. While the KMT couldn’t hold up to the northern warlords in battle, Sun Yat-sen hoped they could win the approval of the people. To bolster support, he instilled his army with Nationalism, using sweeping, revolutionary rhetoric in an attempt to stir the masses.

In the early 1920s, Sun Yat-sen began asking the world for outside support, though most countries were not looking to get involved in China’s affairs at this time. His requests were answered only by Soviet Russia, which had taken an interest in China and planned to use it to spread Communism to other parts of the world.

In 1921, Sun Yat-sen said of China: “The Republic is my child. It is in danger of drowning. I am trying to keep it afloat, but we are being swept down the river. I called for help from England and America. They stand on the bank and jeer at me. Then came a Russian straw. Drowning, I clutched at it. England and America, on the bank, shout at me on no account to clutch the Russian straw. But do they help me? No. They jeer themselves and, at the same time, tell me not to clutch that Russian straw. I know it is a straw, but better that than nothing.” Here, Sun Yat-sen describes feeling as though China has been abandoned by the western world in the wake of their new beginning. He could see what would become of China if the country did not find its footholds soon.

Before long, Sun Yat-sen sent Chiang Kai-shek, a member of the KMT, to Moscow to study political and military strategy. When Chiang returned home, he was appointed the leader of Sun Yat-sen’s newly established Whampoa Military Academy with the objective of modernizing the southern military forces while spreading their new ideology. During his time at Whampoa, Chiang Kai-shek rose to prominence as Sun Yat-sen’s likely successor.

It was also around this time that the Chinese Communist Party was created, in July 1921, in Shanghai, China. The party was made up of revolutionaries and students who had dreams for a better China and who were studying Marxist ideology. Born directly from the May Fourth Movement, the CCP looked to oppose warlordism and traditional forms of government in China. Mao Zedong, a revolutionary who would play a significant role in the future history of China, founded the Changsha branch of the CCP later that same year. Mao even opened his own bookstore, which he used to circulate revolutionary literature and as a base to organize workers’ strikes.

At this time, pro-Communist sentiment was already spreading across China, partially due to the general unrest and discontent with the current political system but also due to the grassroots efforts of the CCP, which was quickly becoming a more established party. These circumstances led the two groups, the Nationalist KMT and the Chinese Communist Party, to join forces in 1924 to achieve their common goals while maintaining a separation in ideology and remaining unattached as organizations. During this so-called First United Front, members of the CCP were welcomed to join the KMT on a case-by-case basis. The KMT remained a much larger organization at this time, made up of over 50,000 members, compared to the CCP’s 1,500 by the year 1925.

This peaceful alliance would not last for long, though, as Sun Yat-sen died later that year. He fought for the KMT up until his death, writing a statement shortly beforehand which read: “For 40 years, I have devoted myself to the cause of the people’s revolution with but one end in view: the elevation of China to a position of freedom and equality among the nations.” Sun Yat-sen would not live to see his dream of China become a reality, and he knew that China still had a long path to walk.

After Sun Yat-sen’s death in March of 1925, the KMT split down the middle. Without his reassurance and trust in the Russians, many members of the KMT grew afraid that the Russians were attempting to use the CCP to bring the KMT down from the inside. While the left side of the KMT, led by Wang Jingwei, remained aligned with the CCP, the right side, led by Hu Hanmin and Chiang Kai-shek, started distancing themselves from their
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