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Historical and geographical background
Until the nineteenth century, China, a vast Asian nation, the equivalent in 
size to the USA (see Figure 1.1, page 2), had regarded itself as a supremely 
independent society. Under the rule of its emperors, who had exercised absolute 
authority for thousands of years, it had developed a deep belief that it was a 
unique, self-sufficient culture which needed nothing from countries outside. 
However, this view was shattered during the nineteenth century when a number 
of foreign states, principally France, Britain, Germany and Japan, imposed a 
series of unequal treaties on China, which obliged it to grant crippling economic 
concessions as well as allow many Chinese cities and ports to come under 
foreign control.

Politics
The realisation that China was no longer truly independent produced two main 
responses in China. One was the growth of strongly nationalist feelings among 
many Chinese, outraged by the humiliation of their country. The other was a 
sense of bitterness towards the ruling Qing (Manchu) dynasty which had shown 
itself incapable of resisting foreign encroachment. It was little surprise, therefore, 
that the Qing, faced with growing mutiny and opposition in 1911, chose to 
abdicate a year later.

Guomindang (GMD)
A key factor in the organisation of resistance to the Qing had been the 
Guomindang (GMD), often referred to as the Nationalists. This party had 
come into being in the first decade of the twentieth century with the aim 
of modernising China by following a revolutionary programme whose first 
objective was the bringing down of the Qing. Yet, despite its contribution to the 
Chinese Revolution of 1911–12, the GMD was not in a position to take over. Its 
power base was in the south of China and it was unable to control affairs outside 
a limited area. Officially, authority was in the hands of the new Republican 
government in Beijing, the country’s capital, yet the Republic itself was weak 
and found it impossible to impose effective control over much of China. In 
many ways China was in a worse state than it had been under the Qing. Near 
bankrupt financially, it had to rely heavily on a foreign financial consortium led 
by Japan, its neighbour and traditional enemy. 

The May Fourth Movement
China’s predicament became especially evident in the aftermath of the First 
World War (1914–18). In the hope of obtaining post-war support from the 
Western Allies in claiming the return of its German-held territories, China had 

CHAPTER 1

Context: China in 1936
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CHAPTER 2

In 1936, two parties, the GMD and the CCP, nominally in alliance against the Japanese occupiers, but, 
in reality, bitterly opposed to each other, were engaged in a struggle for supremacy. Mao Zedong 
ruthlessly imposed himself on his Communist Party members in a way that Jiang Jieshi, although 
nominally head of the Chinese Republic, was never able to do on his followers. When the Japanese 
occupation ended in 1945, the Communists were better placed to win the civil war that ensued.

These developments are described in the following sections:
	 The Communists under Mao
	 The Guomindang under Jiang Jieshi
	 The Sino-Japanese War and the second United Front
	 Mao’s ‘rectification of conduct’ campaign 1942–4
	 The impact of Japanese occupation 

Nationalists and Communists

KEY DATES

1931 Japanese occupation of Manchuria
1936 Xian incident

 Formation of second United Front

1937 Start of Sino-Japanese War

 Rape of Nanjing

1940 100 Regiments campaign

1941 Pearl Harbor attack brought USA into 
Pacific war

1942–4 ‘Rectification of conduct’ campaign

1944 Ichigo campaign

1945 End of Sino-Japanese War

 Soviet–GMD friendship treaty

The Communists under Mao
	n How did Mao’s political ideas shape the way he led the CCP before 

1945?

Mao’s concept of leadership
Mao Zedong, a peasant from Hunan province, had grown up an intensely 
patriotic young man, angered by China’s failings and much impressed by 
revolutionary ideas. Between 1912 and 1919, Mao had witnessed scenes of 
great violence as rival Republican factions had fought for supremacy in his 
home province of Hunan. He recorded that the experience deeply affected him 
and led him to conclude that to be a leader and to gain success politically or 
militarily required total commitment and a willingness to use extreme methods. 
This helps to explain why throughout his career he was so ready to employ the 
toughest means to crush political opponents. One of his most revealing sayings 
was that ‘all power grows out of the barrel of a gun’.

1
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Jiang’s leadership
Of considerable value to Jiang in attempting to exercise personal control over 
the GMD was the fact that the party had been structured along Leninist 
lines. This was a result of the Comintern’s influence on the party in its early 
days. The Comintern believed that the GMD met the criteria of a bourgeois 
revolutionary party playing its role in the dialectical process. That was why 
it had urged the CCP to join forces with the Nationalists and work towards 
a bourgeois revolution, which China had to go through before it could move 
to the proletarian stage. Comintern agents in 1924 had drafted a new GMD 
constitution that was clearly Leninist in character. The key element was 
the insistence that the party should operate on the principle of democratic 
centralism. Jiang found this a convenient justification for demanding conformity 
from the party. It has to be added that although the GMD and CCP ran on the 
same leadership principle, Jiang never attained the same degree of authority over 
his party that Mao did over his.

Jiang’s economic and social policies
In keeping with his assumption that the Nationalists had the right to govern 
without challenge, Jiang introduced a number of reforms from the top. These 
included the following:

Jiang Jieshi
1887 Born to a middle-class family
1906 Entered military academy
1912–18 Began developing contacts with 

Shanghai’s underworld
1925 Become GMD leader
1927 Launched the White Terror
1928  Set up the GMD Nationalist government 

in Nanjing
1937–45  Led the struggle against Japan
1946–9 Defeated by the Communists in the civil 

war
1949 Fled to Taiwan

Contribution
Jiang’s desire for reform was sincere but his gangster 
links compromised his party’s claim to moral 
leadership. He believed China’s people needed to 
be politically controlled if China was to progress. 
However, the survival of the Communists meant that 
he was never in full control of the country, despite his 
internationally recognised claim that the GMD was the 
rightful government of China.

Achievements
Despite his failure to crush the 
Communists and being forced 
to flee to Taiwan in 1949, his 
record prior to that date was 
impressive; he had triumphed 
over the Japanese, and been 
acknowledged as a world 
statesman. In the face of huge 
problems, he had begun the 
process of modernising China 
and freeing it from foreign 
domination.

Significance
Against Jiang’s achievements has to be set the 
argument that he was essentially a ruthless warlord, 
who ran a corrupt government in league with gangsters 
and was reliant on foreign capital. Jiang’s constant 
willingness to compromise his principles meant that 
the conditions of the Chinese people deteriorated 
rather than improved. He had failed to meet any of the 
high expectations with which he and the GMD had 
come to power.

KEY TERM
Democratic centralism 
The principle, originally 
introduced by Lenin in 
Soviet Russia, that in a truly 
revolutionary party the 
members owed absolute 
loyalty and obedience to 
the leaders.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
Originally united in their revolutionary aims, the 
CCP and the GMD drew apart. This was less 
a matter of their conflicting ideas than of the 
characters of their leaders. Jiang and Mao were 
driven personalities, each convinced of the 
correctness of his own position. Both attempted 
to stamp their authority on their respective parties, 
Jiang with less success than Mao, who emerged 
from the war as master of the CCP, having 
crushed opposition within the party in a violent 
‘rectification of conduct’ campaign. The second 
GMD–CCP United Front against Japan was 
continually weakened by mutual suspicion, arising 
largely from Jiang’s abiding desire to exterminate 
the Communists. By an extraordinary irony it was 

the presence of the Japanese that saved the 
CCP since it diverted the Nationalists from their 
destructive campaigns.

The United Front had already broken down 
irrevocably by the time of the war’s sudden 
ending in 1945. By then, the parties’ response to 
the Japanese occupation had revealed that their 
deep divisions over China’s future development 
could not be reconciled. Although smaller in 
number and in control of fewer Chinese regions 
than the GMD, the Communists in 1945 were 
better positioned strategically to win the civil war 
that soon broke out.

Refresher questions

Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.

 1 In what sense was Mao a dialectical thinker?

 2 Why was Mao at Yanan opposed by the ‘Twenty-
eight Bolsheviks’?

 3 How did the CCP exercise its control in the 
liberated areas?

 4 How did the GMD government deal with the 
issue of the foreign presence in China?

 5 What principles inspired the New Life Movement?

 6 What factors undermined the New Life 
Movement?

 7 What difficulties prevented Jiang Jieshi from fully 
achieving his political aims?

 8 How successful had Jiang’s Nationalist government 
been in the period 1936–45?

 9 Why were some Chinese people willing to 
cooperate with the Japanese occupiers?

10 How did the entry of the USA into the war change 
the character of the Sino-Japanese conflict?

11 How did Jiang’s expectations change after 
December 1941?

12 What did the behaviour of the Japanese in Nanjing 
reveal about their attitude towards the Chinese?

13 Why did Jiang’s Nationalists decline in popularity 
during the war?

14 Why did the USA support the GMD rather than 
the CCP between 1941 and 1945?

15 In what ways did the sudden ending of the war in 
August 1945 alter the balance of Chinese politics?
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Question practice: AQA

Essay questions
1	 ‘The entry of the USA into the Pacific war in 1941 strengthened the CCP and undermined the GMD.’ Explain 

why you agree or disagree with this view. [AS level]

EXAM HINT Ensure that you deal with both ‘strengthened’ and ‘undermined’. You need argument(s) both agreeing 
and disagreeing, and reach a conclusion about which is the stronger argument.

2	 To what extent did Mao Zedong use the rectification campaign at Yanan to consolidate his authority over the 
CCP? [A level]

EXAM HINT Write in depth about the significance of the rectification campaign, but also consider other factors. Your 
conclusion (preferably anticipated in the introduction) should argue for which factor you think most important, and 
why other factors are less important.

3	 ‘The Japanese occupation of 1937 to 1945 fundamentally altered the Chinese political situation.’ Assess the 
validity of this view. [A level]

EXAM HINT This focuses on ‘extent of change’. Ensure your answer reflects this by analysing the changes caused 
by the Japanese occupation of 1937, and then produce arguments to show that the changes were not necessarily 
fundamental.

Source analysis questions
1 With reference to Sources 1 and 2 and your understanding of the historical context, suggest which of these 

sources is more valuable in explaining why Mao asserted his authority over the CCP at Yanan? [AS level]

EXAM HINT It is important to study the content and provenance (and, where relevant, the tone), looking at the 
sources’ strengths and limitations. A detailed judgement on which is the more valuable is needed for the top level.

2 With reference to Sources 1, 2 and 3, and your understanding of the historical context, assess the value of 
these sources to a historian studying the ways in which Mao and the Communists controlled Yanan and the 
liberated areas. [A level]

EXAM HINT Read all the sources but deal with each in turn. Don’t compare them or reach an overall judgement. 
Focus on the content, provenance and tone of each source, and assess their value. When analysing you may be able 
to juxtapose the positives and the negatives.
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SOURCE A

A landlord being tried in 1953 by a people’s court, one of many set up to 
deliver summary justice in the countryside.

The GMD’s political failings
Although wars are ultimately decided on the battlefield, political and economic 
factors are also profoundly important. The GMD’s major political weakness 
was that its record in government was one of incompetence and self-seeking. 
Its attempts at reform were unimpressive in the eyes of contemporaries. The 
Communists made capital out of this by portraying themselves as essentially 
different; their initial willingness to cooperate with the GMD, despite its 
murderous attitude towards them, suggested a high degree of selflessness.

The GMD’s failure to win the localities
One of Jiang’s major political errors was his failure to gain the support of the 
localities. All Chinese leaders since imperial days had found it difficult to 
maintain their authority in the regions; China was so large and communications 
were so slow. The customary way of solving the problem was to do a deal with 
those who held power in the regions. Unofficial agreements were made that the 
central government would not interfere with the local power structure provided 
the local leaders recognised the ultimate authority of the Chinese government. 
The rules were seldom written down but the understanding provided a workable 
system.

Jiang Jieshi made the mistake of ignoring this convention. After 1945, he gave 
too little thought to the local power structures. He simply tried to impose 

SOURCE QUESTION

What clues does the 
photo in Source A offer 
regarding the way in 
which trials in the 
people’s courts were 
conducted?

Test your understanding of 
the GMD’s failure to win 
the localities by  completing 
Worksheet 8 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
AQA

Test your understanding 
of the CCP consolidation 
of control by completing 
Worksheet 2 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
Pearson Edexcel

KEY TERM
Local power structures 
Officials, businessmen, 
lawyers and financiers, 
who administered the 
regions during Japan’s 
occupation and expected 
to continue after the 
GMD’s return to power in 
1945.
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Mao’s temporary withdrawal
After his Lushan victory, Mao tended to withdraw from the political frontline. 
The evidence suggests that he felt that, while his policies had not led to open 
opposition, his reputation within the party had been damaged. Nevertheless, 
his ultimate authority remained intact. His withdrawing was a tactical move that 
absolved him from personal culpability for policy failures. The reality was that 
Mao’s god-like status within the party rendered his control absolute, regardless 
of any formal title he held. As the party acknowledged, he could resume his full 
authority whenever he chose.

Key debate
	n What were Mao’s motives in launching the Hundred Flowers campaign?

Many historians have discussed the question of why Mao introduced the 
Hundred Flowers campaign. They are interested in this particular theme 
because it relates to the essential question of how Mao governed China.

Was it a ruse?
Some writers, most notably Jung Chang in her 2005 biography of Mao, argue 
that the speed with which Mao reversed his policy was proof that from the 
beginning the campaign had been a ruse on his part. She suggests that, far from 
being intended as a liberalising measure, it was a deliberate manoeuvre by Mao 
to bring his critics into the open so that they could be easily exposed, identified 
and removed.

4

SUMMARY DIAGRAM

POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS 1952–62 

Gao Gang and Rao Shushi crushed in 1954 for opposing
industrialisation programme

Mao’s U-turn 1957–8

Launched Hundred Flowers campaign
1957:

• a genuine desire for debate or
• a reaction to de-Stalinisation or
• a flushing out of opponents?

Mao saw this as a threat 
to his leadership

Mao feared opposition over famine, but:

• Lushan conference confirmed Mao’s
 authority
• Mao temporarily withdrew to avoid
 taint over famine
• Mao’s power undiminished

Anti-rightist movement

Test your understanding of 
the importance of the famine 
in consolidating Mao’s hold 
over China by completing 
 Worksheet 18 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
Pearson Edexcel
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The results of Lin Biao’s fall
The news of the scandal surrounding Lin’s fall was not publicly released until a 
year later, in 1972. The announcement came in the form of a ‘criticise Lin Biao 
and Confucius’ campaign. The name of Lin Biao, ‘the great traitor and Soviet 
spy’, was linked with the great reactionary figure of Chinese history. Lin, it 
was officially declared, had been caught hatching a ‘monstrous conspiracy’ 
against Mao and the Chinese people. The memory of his treachery would last 
‘for ten thousand years’. It was this public denunciation of Lin, a man who only 
a short while before had been second only to Mao in popular estimation, that 
led many to question privately whether they could any longer believe the official 
pronouncements issued by the PRC authorities. Lin Biao, Mao’s nominated 
successor, the compiler of the Little Red Book, the creator and propagator of the 
cult of Mao, was now to be reviled as a betrayer of his great leader and a traitor 
to the Cultural Revolution, the very movement that he himself had helped to 
form. People asked themselves whether this was really credible.

Growing doubts among CCP members
The sudden and baffling changes in the reputation of political leaders created 
the gravest doubts as to whether any government statement was trustworthy. 
A party worker later described how she and her husband had reacted: ‘Both my 
husband and I were disillusioned, aware that something was fundamentally 
wrong with the system in which we had believed so devotedly. I guessed that 
we were not the only ones whose faith in the party wavered, but no one could 
communicate his misgivings.’ A Chen villager later admitted: ‘the Lin Biao affair 
provided us with a major lesson; we came to see that the leaders up there could 
say today that something is round, tomorrow, that it’s flat. We lost faith in the 
system.’

At the time, it took a very brave or very foolhardy person to say openly what 
many CCP members and ordinary Chinese were thinking. One who did speak 
out was Tu Deyong, a CCP member from Chengdu. Early in 1973, he published 
‘Ten Indictments against the Great Cultural Revolution’, the first three of which 
are shown in Source L.

SOURCE L

From Tu Deyong’s ‘Ten Indictments against the Great Cultural Revolution’ 
of 1973, quoted in Roderick MacFarquhar and Michael Schoenhals, Mao’s 
Last Revolution, Belknap Press, 2006, p. 351. Tu Deyong was a CCP 
member from Chengdu.

The Great Cultural Revolution has subjected more than 90 percent of cadres and 
more than 60 percent of the masses to mindless attacks of every possible kind, 
political persecution, sometimes even physical ruin. It has seriously affected the 
eagerness with which cadres and the masses build socialism as well as the loyalty 
they feel towards the party.

SOURCE QUESTION

What, according to 
Source L, have been the 
harmful effects of the 
Cultural Revolution?

Test your understanding of 
the importance of the fall 
of Lin Biao by  completing 
Worksheet 29 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
AQA

Test your understanding of 
the consequences of the fall 
of Lin Biao by completing 
Worksheet 34 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
Pearson Edexcel
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Impact of the Cultural 
Revolution on Chinese society

	n In what ways did the Cultural Revolution affect Chinese society?

Mao’s interpretation of culture
It is important to understand how Mao interpreted culture. For him, it was never 
a separate, detached aspect of society. From the 1930s onwards he had taught 
that:

n Culture was central not peripheral; a nation was defined by its culture.

n Throughout history, the culture of every society was the direct product of 
the values laid down by the ruling class. It was the means by which rulers 
imposed their control over the people.

n Now that China was a proletarian society, its culture had to be proletarian. 
All traces of the previous bourgeois culture had to be eradicated.

4

SUMMARY DIAGRAM

THE PLA AND THE PURGING OF THE RED GUARDS

Mao and the PLA
Used PLA to rein in the Red Guards

PLA’s ‘Cleansing the class ranks’ campaign 1968–71
Created a new reign of terror

Mao’s responsibility for PLA terror
He approved but did not direct

PLA’s ‘up to the mountains and down to the villages’ campaign 1967–72
Dispersed Red Guards Experience created disillusion among the young

The fall of Lin Biao 1971–2
Lin Biao’s plot against Mao Plot depressed Mao

The results of Lin Biao’s fall, widespread
Bafflement DisillusionDoubting

Final phase of the Cultural Revolution
Return of Zhou Enlai
and Deng Xiaoping

The Gang of Four’s
weakness

The Tiananmen
incident
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Timeline
Year Ruler Domestic events Foreign events

1936 Mao in Yanan; Jiang Jieshi head 
of Nationalist government

Yanan soviet established; Xian 
incident; second CCP–GMD 
United Front

1937 GMD moved capital to 
Chongqing; Wuhan fell to 
Japanese; end of United Front

Japanese invaded China; Rape 
of Nanjing; fall of Beijing, 
Shanghai and Nanqing

1939 War in Europe

1940 Mao’s On New Democracy 
published; organised the 
Hundred Regiments campaign

‘New Government of China’ 
under Jiang at Nanjing

1941 CCP’s stern measures against 
uncooperative peasant areas

Pearl Harbor attack on USA

1942 Mao began Rectification of 
Conduct Campaign

Britain and USA abandoned 
extra-territoriality in China

1943 Jiang Jieshi’s China’s Destiny 
published

Comintern dissolved

1943–4 Mao became chairman of 
Politburo and Secretariat

‘Self-criticism’ by CCP leaders 

1944 USA’s Dixie mission to China

1945 Mao in talks with Jiang Jieshi Seventh CCP Congress; George 
Marshall sent to Chongqing

Yalta conference; atomic 
bombing of Japan; Japanese 
surrender; end of Second World 
War; Sino-Soviet Treaty of 
Friendship

1946 Mao announced renewal of war 
with GMD

Failure of Marshall mission; start 
of CCP–GMD civil war in China

1947 Truman doctrine announced

1948 Number of significant Red 
victories over the Nationalists

1949 Mao declared creation of PRC; 
Mao appointed chairman of the 
PRC

Reds took Nanjing, Shanghai, 
Canton and Beijing; GMD fled to 
Taiwan; PRC founded

Soviet Union developed the 
atomic bomb

1950 Mao visited USSR Tibet invaded by PLA; Sino-
Soviet Treaty; start of Korean 
War

1951 ‘Anti-movements’ launched

1952 Five-Year Plan started; political 
parties other than CCP banned
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