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The Second World War in China was the single
most wrenching event in modern Chinese history.
Yet the second Sino-Japanese War (1937-45),
known in China as the War of Resistance to Japan,
is little known or understood in the western world.
While there are a variety of excellent scholarly
monographs and articles on specific aspects of
the war, there exists in English nothing like the
wealth of scholarship on the European and Pacific
wars. When Japan was finally defeated in 1945,
China was on the winning side, but lay devastated,
having suffered some 15 million deaths, massive
destruction of industrial infrastructure and
agricultural production, and the shattering of the
tentative modernization begun by the Nationalist
government. The understanding of this history,
and making it central to interpretations of the
global history of the twentieth century, has been a
key task of a research group based at Oxford since
2007.

This research group is based on a concept
grounded in the discipline of history, but with rich
implications for our understanding of postwar and
contemporary China — that China’s conflict with
Japan in the mid-twentieth century must be brought
to the forefront of our understanding of the wider
path of Chinese modernity, and that to do so will
bring about significant new historical and political
insights, not only for the academic world, but also
for the wider public understanding of China, the
rising power of the decades to come.

In spring 2007, the British educational charity
the Leverhulme Trust generously awarded a
major grant to this project under its Research
Leadership Award Scheme. Over the period 2007-
12, a dedicated research programme involving
postdoctoral Research Associates, doctoral
students, and research assistants has worked
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on publications, fieldwork, and international
collaborations including conferences and
workshops. The programme is directed by Rana
Mitter (Professor of the History and Politics of
Modern China, University of Oxford).

Our overall scholarly position is that the
contribution of the Nationalists (or Guomindang)
to the war effort has been underestimated,
particularly in the field of social reform in China.
Moreover, more attention needs to be paid to the
figures and governments who collaborated with
the Japanese, rather than opposing them. In a
broader sense, our project emphasises that global
historians need to rediscover the history of China
as the missing Allied power of the Second World
War, alongside Britain, the US, and the USSR.
Below, we outline the publications and events,
now forthcoming in some quantity, that underpin
this interpretative change. We seek to move
away from the historical positions about the Sino-
Japanese War which became frozen during the
Cold War as part of the debate about communism,
which and instead ask the broader question, “How
did the war change China?”

During the past five years, members of the
research team have explored a variety of areas in
the political, cultural and social history of the war,
as well as its impact on contemporary Chinese
society.

Among the monographs published or
forthcoming from team members are:

Sherman Lai, 4 Springboard to Victory:
Shandong Province and Chinese Communist
Military and Financial Strength, 1937-1945
(Leiden: Brill, 2011).
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This book concerns the success of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) during the Second Sino-
Japanese War. It traces the growth of the CCP in
Shandong from a marginal political group at the
beginning of the war to the dominant power in the
province when the war came to an end. It illustrates
the linkage of this success with the resumed CCP-
Nationalist civil war and its significance to the
CCP national victory in 1949. It proves that the
strength of the CCP came from its military-fiscal
state that enable it to exploit the chaotic situation
in wartime Shandong and the technical deficiencies
in the traditional revenue system of tianfu. The
CCP was then able to establish the exclusive zone
of its banknotes and controlled the production and
sales of the essential items of staple food, cotton,
salt and peanut oil that the Japanese war economy
was dependent on. Because the Japanese were
preoccupied with the war against the United States
in the Pacific, they had to trade with the CCP in
disadvantage terms. The CCP could then turn the
trade with the occupied areas into the principal
source of revenue and accumulate materials for
racing into Manchuria in the future. This book
revealed that the CCP’s justification for its agrarian
reform was fabricated. Because it was destroying
the basic condition of trade, the local CCP
boycotted the agrarian reform.

James Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State: The
Rise of Public Opinion in China’s Japan Policy
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

Through a detailed examination of China's
relations with Japan from 1980 to 2010, James
Reilly shows how Chinese leaders have responded
to popular demands for political participation with a
sophisticated strategy of tolerance, responsiveness,
persuasion, and repression -- a successful approach
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that helps explain how and why the Communist
Party continues to rule China. Far from being a
fragile state overwhelmed by popular nationalism,
market forces, or information technology, China
has emerged as a robust and flexible regime
that has adapted to its new environment with
remarkable speed and effectiveness. Reilly draws
upon public opinion surveys, interviews with
Chinese activists, quantitative media analysis, and
internal government documents to support his
findings.

Aaron William Moore, The Perils of Self-
Discipline: Chinese Nationalist, Japanese, and
American Servicemen Record the Rise and Fall
of the Japanese Empire, 1937-1945 (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, forthcoming
in 2013).

This book is a comparison of Japanese,
Chinese Nationalist, and American accounts of
World War II. It is the first book to examine the
Asia-Pacific Theater by placing soldiers at the
same places and the same times to describe the
differences and similarities in how they described
the experience. Conducting research in dozens
of archives in China, Taiwan, Japan, and the
United States, Moore uses hundreds of diaries
and memoirs to investigate the boundary between
beliefs about the self and physical experience.

Rana Mitter, The Enduring War: Experience,
Legacy and Memory of the Sino-Japanese War
[provisional title] (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt; London: Penguin, 2013).

This book seeks to restore China’s participation
in the war against Japan to a more central role
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in the general understanding of the Second
World War, and in particular provide a more
balanced account of the roles of the Nationalists,
Communists, and collaborators with Japan
(along with the key figures in each group, Chiang
Kaishek, Mao Zedong, and Wang Jingwei). It also
looks at the difficult relationship that Britain and
the US had with wartime China in diplomatic and
military terms. It also argues that the nature of the
conflict against Japan served to change Chinese
society in profound ways that were influenced both
by indigenous experience and by transnational
flows. For instance, both the Nationalists and the
Communists developed welfare provision as a
more central part of the state-society relationship
that they envisioned in China. Finally, the book
examines ways in which memory and forgetting
of the wartime experience have shaped Chinese
society and politics from the end of the war in
1945 to the present day.

Special edition of Modern Asian Studies: “China
in World War 11, 1937-1945: Experience,
Memory and Legacy” (Volume 45: part 2,
March 2011).

A special journal issue is also in preparation on
“Relief and R © abilitation in Wartime China,”
edited by Helen Schneider and Rana Mitter.

Events:

The “China’s War with Japan” team were
kindly hosted for two events at Harvard University,
the first by the Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies
on 10 April 2012, and the second by the Center for
History and Economics on 11 April 2012.
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In the first event, entitled “From the Home
Front to the Battlefront: New Research on China's
World War II Experience,” Dr Helen Schneider
presented on her new project on women’s “The
Women’s Advisory Council, Resistance, and
Reconstruction during China’s War with Japan.”
She addressed the Women's Advisory Council of
the New Life Movement, a significant umbrella
organization for women's mobilization work during
the Sino-Japanese war in Nationalist China. Using
aspects of the council's wartime activities as a case
study, this ongoing research shows how educated
women formulated and conducted resistance
and social construction programs that addressed
issues of education, production, life improvement,
and national consciousness. It highlights both
the gendered and class-based aspects of wartime
mobilization in 1930s and 1940s China, showing
that mobilization was serious and important even
outside the Communist areas of control.

Dr Sherman Lai spoke on “General Archibald
Wavell and the Defeat in Burma in 1942.” General
Archibald Wavell, the commander of the Allied
forces in Southeast Asia at the beginning of the
Pacific War, has been blamed for the Allied defeat
in Burma in 1942. He was said to be too proud to
accept Chiang Kai-shek's offer of help and let the
Chinese army be deployed in Burma in time to
save it from Japanese invasion. Lai’s revisionist
research on the Chiang Kai-shek diaries, however,
now suggests that two figures - Chiang Kai-shek
and American commander Joseph Stilwell - must
take a significant portion of the blame

In his lecture at the Center for History and
Economics on 11 April 2012, titled “Warfare
and welfare: how social pressure and global
conflict in World War II changed China,” Rana
Mitter analysed the way in which indigenous
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ideas of disaster relief interacted with wide
transnational currents of welfarism in wartime
Nationalist China. The relationship between the
Nationalist government and international and non-
governmental actors attempting to relieve the
destruction of the time became extremely fraught.
However, important ideas about the shape of a
postwar China were also discussed at the time, and
the fierce competition between the Nationalists
and Communists in the eyes of the international
community helped shape new visions of the way
in which a postwar China would take its place in a
highly altered international order.

We hope that the scholarly impact of the
project will continue to be felt beyond the end of
the funding period in 2012. Over the past five
years, we have had the opportunity to collaborate
with outstanding scholars from East Asia, Europe
and North America, and we hope that these links
will continue to thrive and develop over the years
to come.

For full details, please visit www.history.ox.ac.
uk/china or to contact the programme director,
email rana.mitter@chinese.ox.ac.uk




