The Personalization of
Politics: Diary Writing
in Wartime China (1937-
1945)

Aaron W. Moore Lecturer in East Asian History, University

of Manchester

ACADEMIA HISTORICA
RESEARCH NEWSLETTER

5
A
it

s
L TP~ T )
gt 2
[

i

= e

b
4
e

A
4
A
i
i
1f
B
¥

- -

i
3

3
L
4
1
$
Z
%
b2
1
#r
b

CIEE i AmE S

Vi b

l‘;
)
4

R i

5
Wi
*
4
#
i
L
4
4
4

e e AL T T
Ty aen s B e B

T ———
L3
%
z

Work Diary of the Bureau of Ordnance’s Tactical
Research Office '

During the years of the “total war of
resistance” and “protracted war”, Chinese people
often used diaries to make sense of political
discourse and fit it into their world view. This does
not mean, however, that a diary’s content always
reflected the will of the Chinese Nationalist Party
(KMT); rather, the diary was a document in which
the author thought about political matters and
made them part of his or her personal story. By
looking at the accounts of Revolutionary Army
(RA) officers and middle school gitls, it is possible
to see how the modern era was one in which
political concerns were made personal through the
use of diary writing.

The rise of modern diary writing was enabled
by at least five major conditions in the period
following the Republican revolution in 1911:
first, the emergence of mass politics in China
(and elsewhere) that celebrated the importance
of ordinary people; second, new forms of
vernacular reportage that insisted on the ability
of the written word to “expose truth”;* third,
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the development of mass produced writing
implements, binding technology, mechanized
printing, typewriting, and cheap paper;’ fourth, the
growing “governmentality” of the Chinese state,’
combined with the expansion of record-keeping
obligations for public employees (including
military documents such as “field diaries”);5 fifth,
rising literacy through a public education system,
which emphasized proactive civic republicanism
among young people in China.® These factors,
minimally, converged in the years leading up to
1937 to form a perfect storm of reading, writing,
and self-expression; never before had China had so
many people keeping records about their lives—
what we have come to call “life-writing” —and,
as it turned out, considering the importance of
national politics.”

Historians can be forgiven for thinking that
diary writing in modern China was the past-time
of a microscopically small elite, or that national
affairs were a distant secondary concern when
compared to local politics, religious identities,
and native place associations.” I strongly suspect,
however, that many Chinese people wrote diaries
(or other forms of life-writing) during the years
of Nationalist rule, and that these documents
revealed a rapidly growing personal association
with national affairs. Although the historiography
of modern China has largely focused on strong
continuities from the Qing Empire, in which local
non-elites had little interest in national affairs,
archival research increasingly does not support
this view; the Nationalist period was one of rapid
dislocation and change, including the prevalence
of life-writing. For the reasons I listed above,
diary writing was encouraged by authorities
and accessible to more people than ever before.
Students rich and poor in far-flung provinces like
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Yunnan were penning personal records and writing
about national affairs, and local publications of
student works show that diary writing was part
of the general curriculum in Chinese schools.’
Nevertheless, as in most other national cases, there
was little impulse to preserve these documents
except whenever teachers wanted to publish them
locally. Furthermore, reviewed diary writing was
part of the government’s attempt to monitor and
reform its bureaucracy, as well as train its armed
forces in the RA down to at least the regimental
level (liandui 3 [% ). Still, many were lost in the
chaos of war or simply thrown away in order to
reduce the burden of documentary preservation.
Finally, following the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in October
1950, there were strong incentives to destroy
personal histories that could become evidence for
future persecution.

Recent studies of the first decade of CCP rule
in mainland China have turned up an extraordinary
number of personal diaries. This plethora of life-
writing from the 1950s cannot be explained
solely by the industriousness and ingenuity of the
newly-formed Communist state; like so many
modern Chinese institutions, the roots of popular
diary writing were put down in the Republican
era, even if much of the evidence was wilfully
destroyed. Diary writing was part of training
in Baoding, Jiangwutang, and Whampoa, and
schools emphasized it heavily by the conclusion
of the Northern Expedition. While most of these
materials were lost, many war diaries survived
conflict and revolution, so we must do our best to
discover, preserve, and analyse them. If nothing
else, they show us how important the Nationalist
period was for making political issues personal for
Chinese people.
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Fact and Fiction: Chinese Nationalist Officers
and Records of Battlefield Experience

The personalization of politics in diary writing is
most easily seen in the records of adult men who
were closely tied to the RA and the KMT. After
the Northern Expedition, Nationalist officer diaries
combined the factual records of previous military
diaries (e.g., weather reports, troop strength,
unit position, etc.) with an increasingly literary
style influenced by war reportage. Although
few RA officer diaries included descriptions of
private feelings and personal history, they were
increasingly specific about combat experience as
the genre evolved, including soldiers’ sensations
on the battlefield.

Many diaries written by RA officers were
formalistic, following generic patterns from
the late Qing and early Republic, and focused
entirely on operational activities. Changes in
handwriting suggest that some texts were in fact
group projects rather than the work of a single
officer. Consequently, attributing actual authorship
can be difficult in these documents, which were
ostensibly accounts of unit activities and not
private confessions. For example, a summary of
the 116" Division’s field diary provides very little
detail on battle experience:

Overview of the May 1944 Field Diary
17th: According to scouting and
intelligence reports, the enemy’s 56th
Division is code-named ‘Heroic’. Major
General Mizukami is in command, the
front line command centre is at the bridge,
and the Division’s central command is
inside Tengchong.

24th: This afternoon we launched a pursuit
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using the 346th Regiment. The pursuit
advanced toward Qigongfang, with the
348th Regiment mopping up the battlefield.
The 347th Regiment was in reserve, and
Division command centre advanced [?]
Sanguandian. "

Even outside of these overviews, however, field
diaries by RA officers could be restricted to the
basic facts considered relevant to the study of
tactics and strategy; this was true in other contexts
as well, including Prussia and late Meiji Japan.
More research is needed regarding the institutional
background of these authors (e.g., investigating
whether Baoding graduates were more formal
and Huangpu graduates more literary in their
field diaries). It is noteworthy, however, that by
1937 Chinese officers described a combination
of drilling, “spiritual” training, and documentary
practice that had come to define the RA’s military
culture:

After investigating this unit’s recent
exercises in riverbank defence, there was
a rigorous examination of officers’ and
soldiers’ tactics and fighting capabilities,
and simultaneously the unit élan and
discipline while at rest. Cadres at every
level must follow the regulations, and
study the principles pointed out here for
carrying out such exercises; we must also
prepare all of the unit’s schedules, orders,
reports, and other documents, and we
should particularly carry out these tasks
in the following fashion. It is desirable
that each unit commander exhort his
subordinates to observe [these directions].
Do not neglect these orders. "'
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Physical exercise, military training, political
education, and written record all came to define the
Chinese soldier’s war experience. Meanwhile, the
RA embraced a tradition of diary writing, subject
to potential review (chuanyue {5 [ ), which
emphasized the strict record of “facts,” but for
many Chinese soldiers this would not be enough to
capture the war experience.

RA diarists would often pause to reflect on the
extraordinary experiences they had in battle or the
loss of their comrades. In the heat of the conflict
around Shanghai in August 1937, the author of one
field diary deviated from the sober delineation of
facts to include a richer description of battlefield
conditions:

The main force of the 88th Division ...
attacked and fought, back and forth,
taking very heavy casualties ... one
section sacrificed a number close to
an entire battalion, and assaulted the
Japanese unit at Fenshan at 11am. After
the attack commenced, because they
suffered flanking enemy machine gun fire,
they were ordered to withdraw, leaving
a large amount of dead and wounded.
Before dusk, the forward northwest front
faced an enemy counter-attack and was
immediately beaten back ... From about
8am, Commander Zhang, accompanied
by Commander Yang and Division
Commander Dong went to observe the
front line [?] the 88th Division Artillery
base to the 87th Division. They saw that
the élan and spirit of sacrifice were both
very high. From 12pm to 4pm the front
line saw unceasing rifle reports, and our air
force attacks were very heroic ... "
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This signalled the shift from diaries as mere
bureaucratic records of military progress to texts
in which the personal experiences of Chinese
soldiers, informed by the new language of war
reportage, were deemed worthy of historical
consideration. Even when a comrade died due to
an accident, such as the unfortunate engine failure
in the Polikarpov I-16 plane piloted by Lin Zuo
MR 2, RA diarists felt the need to eulogize their
“sacrifice.” Cao Shirong E %% | who appears to
have been responsible for writing a field diary for
the 3 Flight Group, described the death of Lin
thus:

Note: At 7:55am ... Deputy Commander
Lin’s No. 5866 aircraft ascended for a drill
but he unfortunately died in line of duty.
Examining Deputy Commander Li’s file,
we found that he was from Guangdong
Province, Suixi County, Xincun Village.
His father is still healthy, his mother has
passed away, and his stepmother is well ...
In school he was called the Wunderkind,
and at age twenty he took up his studies
at the Guangzhou Bay Middle School,
studying for two years before transferring
to Bagui Middle School. In 1928 he
graduated, attending the Guangdong Flight
Academy ... Deputy Commander Li
began to serve the Nationalist government
when he was twenty three, and after six
months his record was superior ... With
the military mobilization for the War
of Resistance, in every battle, there was
nothing he would not [?] participate, and
everything he did was extremely valorous.
Especially in the battle for the town of
Fan, he attacked his enemies alone and,
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surrounded by nine Japanese planes, he
handled it coolly, in the end scattering his
foes. In the entire army there was no one
who did not admire his courageous spirit. "

Here, the diary is neither private nor focused on
an individual author’s experience, which is what
many readers, particularly in the West, expect
from such a text; nevertheless, the Chinese
struggle against Japan is represented in deeply
personal terms and in the diary form.

Accounting for the personal turn in Chinese
military diary writing is not an easy task,
especially when most of the narratives were
subject to potential review or written collectively.
Nevertheless, in personal diaries it is evident that
the formal field diaries influenced self-expression,
and in particular enabled the integration of politics
into what we might consider a “private” space.
First, RA officers considered their personal
accounts, much like the formal field diaries, as a
form of self-discipline necessary at a time of total
war. Wang Wenrong = 3 28 |, for example, who
was an officer in the RA 106" Division (stationed
in Shaanxi Province in 1944 to 1945), discussed
diary writing as a form of self-discipline in the
context of international wartime politics:

In this year of 1944, there were truly
shocking victories internationally on
the Western European front, but at the
same time the Chinese battlefield has
witnessed unimaginable losses. As for
myself, although I can’t say things have
gone smoothly, at least I’ve improved a
little bit from that loser I was before. On
the occasion of a New Year, apart from
reflecting upon the past, I shall make a
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simply plan for the future: ... I want to
write in my diary every day ... But after
New Year’s I interrupted the diary for
one month ... Not writing the diary is
like taking a vacation from myself for a
month. From now on I must adopt the right
attitude and continually write every day. '*

Officers like Wang routinely engaged in political
work and education within the ranks, which
were paired with physical exercise and other
acts intended to improve the self; these were
inseparable in Wang’s view, and he spent a great
deal of time detailing them in his diary. Similarly,
the personal diary of Yu Shao 4= & reveals the
suffusion of political discourse and discipline
even in the furthest corners of Chinese influence.
A graduate of Yunnan’s Jiangwutang Military
Academy, Yu wrote his diary while in command
of the 96" Division. While marching through
Burma and Yunnan, Yu engaged with non-Han
ethnic groups and their leaders, explaining the
mission of the KMT’s “War of Resistance” against
Japan:

In the evening, Wang held a banquet
to welcome us. When I arrived at his
house, at the exit, a company of several
young men were lined up to receive me.
Out came an Yi elder who read aloud a
formal address, after which he said to me:
‘People have come to our homes and said
we must change our way of life, and that
the Menghuan lains are Han territory. The
Liang ancestors have often said we fought
with the Han, and now we hear that the
Han claim that northern Burma will be
given to China. The Liang [clan] are ready
to observe the rites of the Han officials’,
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and he also said ‘I hear that Chiang Kai-
shek will use the Three Isms [of Sun Yat-
sen] to save the world. Will we Yi people
also be saved?’ I said, ‘The Three Isms
will absolutely save the world, and that the
weak and small peoples will especially be
looked after. The Yi and Han have a long
historical connection, so of course they
must be saved.” They bowed their heads
together. "

As Yu’s diary shows, political discourse was, and
is, difficult to separate from personal experiences
on the battlefield. Officers with backgrounds in
Baoding, Jiangwutang, and Huangpu (Whampoa)
largely embraced the political message of the
KMT during the war years, and inscribed it into
their diary accounts.

Nevertheless, it is foolish to assume that the
KMT enjoyed absolute ideological conformity,
even within the ranks of its armed forces. Wang’s
diary reveals how uneven commitment to personal
discipline was within a massive organization like
the RA.

The Youth Corps are made up of elite,
educated young men, and they always
speak rationally, but they engage in
useless political work —this is not so, in
fact, their political training is even more
important than [the work of] a typical unit,
and more difficult. Moreover, because
their demands are higher than that of an
ordinary soldier’s, ordinary low-ranking
officers can’t possibly meet their high
hopes, so we need political commissars to
come help them. The internal organization
of the Youth Corps are also different from
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an ordinary unit’s; they even have a self-
government group inside their ranks. '°

Unlike most diarists in the KMT, Wang also
recorded personal memories about his mother,
petty aggravations like being woken up by
revellers returning late from the theatre, and the
vicissitudes of his health. There was little doubt,
however, that he felt a deeply personal connection
to the war effort, especially when this was bound
up in the KMT’s reverence for the war dead.

I wrote letters after lunch in the office.
After finishing that Fan came around and
said we should go for a trip to the village,
so I put down my brush and followed him
to the 57th Division’s graveyard there. The
graveyard was surrounded by earthen walls
on all four sides, but inside it was unkempt
and overgrown: in front of the memorial
stone there was a pillar, and in front of the
pillar there were all kinds of tiny flowers
.. It really made a man’s heart weep! All
of you nameless heroes of the Chinese
people, I hope you are resting well. I hope
that the local government and elders are
carefully managing this monument to the
War of Resistance so that those warriors
who have perished can rest in peace! "’

Wang’s embrace of KMT propaganda that
venerated wartime martyrs was hardly unique;
what is important to note here, however, is that
such sentiments found their way into a personal
diary, and that these views were common
among RA officers. Rhetorical mobilization and
commitment to the resistance was widespread
among Chinese soldiers, both in personal and
reviewed diaries, which helps us to understand
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why the KMT was able to organize domestic
resistance against Japan for eight long years. The
extent to which KMT politics suffused the diaries
of civilian Chinese, however, is another matter.

Three Schoolgirls Think about Politics

After the conclusion of the Northern Expedition,
schools throughout China struggled to demonstrate
their “revolutionary” character. The same forces
that brought cheap and sturdy writing implements
to RA soldiers also made such tools available
to young people. Simultaneously, many schools
emphasized the importance of writing self-
narratives as both a form of composition exercise
(zuowen {E L) and self-cultivation (xiuyang &
) or critical self-reflection (fanxing [Z%& ). This
was a time when Chinese people were increasingly
educated and, as a consequence, exposed to
national politics. Whether the influence of the
times or the schools, from the diary evidence it
is clear that young people were thinking more
about politics than ever before. Although women
were still treated as second-class citizens in
the Nationalist period, schoolgirls adopted the
language of national politics in unprecedented
ways.

In order to achieve the imposition of
national politics into personal narratives, the
direct transmission of thought and experience
into text was necessary. In Nationalist China,
educators insisted that young people should write
“truthfully” into their diaries, which meant not
only a strict record of daily life, but also presumed
the possibility of the direct translation of lived
experience into written language.

When we ... investigate the faults in our
past life, the diary really is our best tool
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for dissection. From those facts within our
personal testimony, we can examine the
past, protect the future, and comprehend
the present: also, in keeping an accurate
record of time gone by, at some point,
we can take stock of ourselves, critically
evaluate ourselves ... The content of a
diary is what the author, as an individual,
sees and hears every say, [his] actions,
realizations, thoughts, and feelings, etc.,
including, for example, everything about
daily life ... But schools require students
to keep a diary, and it is necessary to give
it to a teacher for review, so there are a lot
of things that cannot be written directly.
Writing a diary [thus], it becomes a lie, and
one’s attitude is not very strict, and this is
actually the greatest harm. Diary writing’s
greatest duty is to the truth; its second
greatest duty is also the truth; its third still
is the truth. Writing the truth is the soul of
the diary, so when a diary departs from the
truth, it really is an empty shell. **

Here the editors explicitly link the “truthful”
record of private experience to a form of personal
transformation, which was an essential method
of self-discipline. Educators exposed young
women to a variety of texts, which was enabled by
innovations in modern print culture; judging from
regional libraries and municipal archives, genres
from naturalism to romanticism, military diaries to
bourgeois bildungsroman, circulated widely in the
years before 1949. This was the set of ideas and
arguments to which young people were exposed in
the period of Nationalist rule.

Meanwhile, literary figures since the May
Fourth period argued that a record of “truth” was
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not strictly limited to facts such as the weather or
time one went to bed, but now included qualities
such as expressions of inner thoughts and feelings.
The ability to articulate interiority may sound like
an aspect of bourgeois fiction, but writers on the
left, or more broadly within the reportage tradition,
also put an emphasis on the earnest description
of emotions—which was, they claimed, another
kind of “truth” worthy of record. The Account of a
Little Refugee (Xiaonanmin zishu /NEEER H3i ) by
Wu Da’nian 5 A 4E was not, strictly speaking, a
diary, but it covered her experience fleeing Jiading
during the war years in a chronological format, and
included both the importance of emotion and the
“factual” record of lived experience:

At last, my constant writing project, A
Little Refugee’s Autobiography, has been
submitted. It is a true reflection of my years
fleeing [the war], and it is also a product
borne of enemy fire ... As for the purpose
behind my giving birth to ‘him’, that is to
have other children in the rear areas know
the suffering of their compatriots in the
war zones; at the same time, it is also to
memorialize myself because, due to the
war, I have travelled across half of China,
and seen various places and customs.

Nevertheless, telling the “truth” of past experience
and personal development required further
detail, and so writers in China, consciously or
as a by-product of education, used the tools of
realism and literary naturalism.” This form of
writing would have been a major part of young
people’s education in the classics, as well as
being influenced by other genres such as classical
poetry and other media such as painting. Even
a young schoolgirl like Li Dongsheng Z= & /&
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excelled in using aesthetic language to describe
her surroundings, spending considerable time
describing the sights, sounds, and smells of the
world around her.

29 November, Clear

The sun is a circle of fire floating up from
the ground, with red and purple beams
radiating forth, gradually getting bigger,
and bigger, until it pierces every corner of
the earth. Sunbeams reach north, south,
east, and west, chasing out the darkness by
bringing light. A pool of blue-green water
is gradually illuminated; three old willow
trees standing on the bank, with their
gentle branches, float lightly on the water’s
surface, making people recall scenes from
the olden days. *'

Similarly, during the course of her many travels,
Wu Da’nian focused on the physical aspects
of great journeys, including the topographical
diversity of the Chinese interior, which became
integral parts of her story about herself. In order to
capture the interior, and exterior, elements of being
a young girl during the war, Wu’s account was a
syncretic experiment rooted in Chinese naturalism,
biji % i, diaries, reportage, and travelogues
(youji ##EC ), which would have been texts made
available to her as part of her education. Of lesser
importance, but still present in her story, was the
war itself and its significance for her family:

At this time, it felt like I had been stabbed
through the heart, and like my brain was
going to explode. I couldn’t leave him,
my only beloved elder brother, I just
couldn’t! ... And now? Nothing, no joy,
no beauty, only the sadness of parting
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occupies this person’s miserable little
heart ... Goodbye, my beloved brother,
time didn’t allow us to talk freely, and
this time of national emergency does not
allow us to stay long together. I must go
to school, and for my future path, I must
journey to the mountainous country in the
southwest [Sichuan]; your responsibilities
lie in [your own] future path, and your
work requires you to stay and defend the
populous Wuhan. After this, perhaps we’ll
see each other again, but no one can know;
I hope you work hard and stay safe! I shall
also work hard and struggle from this day
forward! *
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In Wu’s account, the war is often distant but
always directly influential, and she hardly ignores
the importance of political power in shaping
her life. For other young people, the connection
between politics and personal experience was
more direct, as in the case of another teenage girl’s
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diary:

Today I saw refugees from Jiangsu, many
of them are coming to our Huizhou. I said,
how sad, the refugees cover themselves
in grass to sleep at night and they don’t
have three meals per day —sometimes
not even one. They have no choice.
When I see their suffering, I can only
cry, tears coming down my face. Oh! ...
Nanjing, Shanghai, they’re all taken by the
Japanese. Our country’s lost territories are
many, and so we must quickly save China
from destruction. I heard that the Japanese
are in Fuyang [Zhejiang Province], only
one hundred and fifty li from the walls of
Huizhou. Day after day, I see 15 to 16 year
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old kids, many of them have been lost.

As the war progressed, young people identified
recognizable figures among its heroes and victims;
in addition to the transformation of education
in the modern era and advances in printing
and writing technology, this allowed them to
personalize politics in ways that had been more
difficult in prior periods of Chinese history.

Not every schoolgirl felt a personal connection
to the war experience. Indeed, politics need not be
restricted to commentary on the war, as the period
of Nationalist rule also brought about many other
struggles, including the demand for women’s
rights. Even before the War of Resistance began,
young people were discussing such political
subjects in their diaries. As one 2" year middle
school student, Zeng Lusun, put it in her diary:

Have women really been liberated?
After all, do we have equality with men?
Formally, it would appear that we do,
but in my life there is no equality. This is
perhaps because society doesn’t treat me
equally, or maybe my fellow women bring
this on themselves. I always hear people
say, we women in fact never overcome
men in study, courage, perseverance, etc.,
and some people always think: ‘If only I
can marry a reliable husband, then I can go
about doing nothing ...” **

Whether a supporter of the prolonged, total war
waged by the Nationalists’ Revolutionary Army
or not, a surprising number of teenaged girls
understood that the world was much larger than
local politics or native place associations. In
other words, while the war years were hardly the
first time in the modern era that young people,
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on a mass scale, began to think about politics,
the Nationalist regime, once it had established
itself in Nanjing, enabled previous discourses
regarding youth agency to spread more widely.
Young women seemed, in particular, eager to
write the new regime’s values into their personal
records, and this precedent is important if we are
to understand the transition from the Qing to the
PRC.

Conclusion: The Diary and Personalized
Politics in Wartime China

The Japanese invasion of 1937 seems to have
galvanized the Chinese people in many ways,
including the use of the diary as a means to effect
personal discipline that was useful for the total
war of resistance demanded by national leaders
like Chiang Kai-shek. Superficially, RA officers
and Chinese schoolgirls were radically different
subjects to have studied when examining life-
history writing in wartime China; nevertheless,
the comparison of their diaries reveals some
commonalities that are instructive for the period of
Nationalist rule and wartime resistance, including
the instrumental role of this period for later PRC
history.”

To begin with, genre has been extraordinarily
important in determining the final form of diary
writing in modern China. This may seem a banal
point, but consider the forces at work here:
reportage, peer-reviewed diary writing, literary
trends (romanticism, naturalism, and realism),
and mass education all converged while the era of
mass politics in China was also in development.
For the individual diarist in China, this meant that
public discourse emphasized his or her importance
in the nation’s historical development, and there



were multiple genre influences on how “truth”
and experience could be expressed in a personal
document. For those who would insist on the
enduring hegemony of early modern native place
associations and localism in wartime China, the
lacuna between those phenomena in the late Qing
and the nationalism of the PRC will forever be
a mystery. For those of us who read the diaries
from the Nationalist period closely, it is clear that
countless Chinese people used diaries to make
politics a personal matter.
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