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In the 1930s, two wars captured the
imaginations of western progressives. One of
them, the Spanish Civil War, still lives in popular
historical memory. The other, the Sino-Japanese
War of 1937-1945, known in China as the War of
Resistance against Japan (Kang-ri zhanzheng),
has been much more in the historiographical and
cultural shadows since 1945. Only relatively
recently has this situation changed. This research
note reflects briefly on some of the reasons for
those changes, and notes two areas in which
rethinking the role of the war against Japan
might serve to refocus aspects of the field of
modern Chinese history: the relationship of local
and national history, and a reassessment of the
immediate postwar period (1945-1949). Overall,
the note argues that the history of China’s wartime
experience is becoming historiographically both
globalized and normalized: in other words, there
are trends similar to those seen in the interpretation
of the wartime experience in other belligerent
countries. The War of Resistance is expanding
its territory on China’s mental map, and slowly
reemerging on a more global historical map as
well.

At the centre of this changing situation
is a revised understanding of China’s World
War II experience, and particularly the role of
the Nationalist (Guomindang) Government in
that conflict. Although this revision is driven
significantly by new scholarship from within
China itself, it is now shaping the research agenda
in the West on this period too. Since the 1980s,
it has become much more common, and far less
controversial than in the past, to discuss the record
of the Nationalist (Guomindang) Government
during the war in relatively positive terms, at
the same time as continuing to acknowledge the
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important role of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCp).!

This new flood of scholarship is particularly
notable because the details of China’s wartime
role fell into historiographical obscurity very early
on after the end of the conflict itself. Each of
the major actors who had had a role in the China
Theatre was compelled, by the constraints of the
Cold War, to downplay the importance of the
Chinese role in the wartime era. Within the new
People’s Republic, under Mao, there was no space
to assess the record of the Nationalist government
in anything other than purely pejorative terms. In
turn, after the Communist victory in 1949, the
Western powers saw the events of wartime as part
of the story of a defeated Nationalist government
that had always been an unsure ally in the first
place. More historical work on the period did take
place in Japan and Taiwan, but even here, a rather
different research agenda, which analysed the rise
of the CCP and reasons for the Nationalist defeat,
focused attention away from the War against Japan
as a topic in its own right.

Changes that began in the late Cold War,
and which have accelerated since the 1990s,
have created new possibilities for historical
investigation. The new historiography stresses
that the War of Resistance should be taken
seriously as a transformative event for Chinese
society and politics more widely, rather than as a
mere way-station on the path to CCP dominance
in 1949. In that interpretation, it becomes more
important to understand the contributions, as well
as the flaws, in the Nationalist wartime record.
The negatives are well-known and indisputable:
the state and party were both hollowed out and
corrupted by the years of war, there was mass
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poverty and social deprivation, along with highly
exploitative tax-gathering.” However, the war also
raised China’s global status immeasurably: the
country’s undoubted contribution to preventing
the Japanese controlling all East Asia meant that
it could no longer be treated as the semi-sovereign
entity that it had been ever since the Opium Wars.
In addition, many of the problems of prewar
separatism and warlordism had been forcibly
resolved by the war. This was not immediately
obvious, because of the starkness of the new splits
that emerged during the war itself, particularly
during 1944-1945. However, the Japanese
occupation had in practice broken up the regional
fiefdoms that had led to repeated regional uprisings
against the Nationalist Government, and areas
such as Sichuan which had only tenuously been
connected to the National Government were now
more firmly in the fold.

Chinese society in the years of the Cold War
was deeply affected by the legacy of its conflict
with Japan, in a way comparable with that of the
major European Allied powers, whose politics
were affected in the postwar period by the
experience of having the war take place either on
their own territory, or in fear of imminent invasion
(something always less likely for the United
States).  All Western societies, including Britain
and France, found their attitudes toward their own
wartime history changing in the decades after
1945, as their societies changed also. However,
in China it took until the 1980s for significant
changes to take place in the historiography of the
war, and unlike in France, these changes were
first authorized by official CCP decisions to allow
a shift in interpretation. The effects on both
academic and popular history were clear. First,
there was a reassessment within China of the role
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of the Nationalists during the war. In addition,
decisions were made that it was important to
remind Japan more strongly about its record of
war crimes in China, something that had not been
prominent in Chinese relations with Japan during
the period from the 1950s to the 1970s. The clear
effect of this was that there was much more public
attention to the wartime period in China. New
museums of the war were opened in the mid-
1980s remembering Japanese war atrocities such
as the Rape of Nanking, and also built on key sites
of wartime history such as Wanping near Beijing
and at Shenyang; movies and other museums gave
the Nationalist military a much more prominent
role, alongside the CCP; and huge amounts of new
scholarship poured forth. The war entered popular
culture: young writers, born years after the war
itself, started to use it as a discussion point to think
about their own identities as young Chinese in the
early 21" century.’

For historians, the new interest in the War
against Japan, and the opening up of new sources
and research projects relating to it has provided
a new angle to examine wider issues in modern
Chinese history. Below, this note deals briefly with
two of those areas: the links between local and
national history, and the importance of the period
of postwar reconstruction.

Where Local and National Histories Meet:
‘Wartime in Sichuan

In recent years, one of the most productive
locations for the new wartime historiography
has been the City of Chonggqing, which served as
temporary Nationalist capital during the war years,
along with Sichuan province, which surrounds the
city. Sichuan and Chongging have become a case
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study of the way that a highly locally inflected
history has intertwined powerfully with national
history. For many years, it was extremely difficult
to investigate the experience of Chongging in
wartime; the archives were closed, and the topic
was itself seen as of minor importance. During
Mao’s years in power, it was the triumphant CCP
and their experience in Yan’an which was held up
as the most powerful metanarrative for the post-
1949 state and society, and Chongqing was seen
as merely the headquarters for what was now an
enemy regime. However, the growing political
importance of the region in the 1990s spurred a
greater investment in history. The separation of
Chongqing as an autonomous municipality in 1996
has boosted, rather than diminished this tendency,
since there are now two powerful regions which
have had an interest in raising the profile of
local history as well as connecting it to powerful
national narratives. In particular, the 1990s saw
a significant rise in the amount of publication
relating to the wartime era.

The new tide of Sichuan-based wartime history
also reflected the changing nature of the historical
profession in China, as well as the growth of
commercial publication. Much of the historical
work that appeared in China the early reform era
reflected traditional interests such as diplomatic
and social history, with the latter very much
concentrated on the CCP and the areas under its
control. The research based on Sichuan has taken
different directions; for instance, an interest in the
cultural history of Chongging during wartime.*
In addition, the war has become embedded much
more strongly within the wider narrative of the
city’s development: one major standard history
of the city contains some fourteen chapters on
the wartime period (including details on industry,
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population changes, and culture) as part of a much
wider narrative of urban development.’

Of course, these changes reflect the
overcoming of a significant political difficulty
in China: it was for a long period impossible to
commemorate, much less celebrate, the wartime
contribution of Sichuan to the war effort because
of its close relationship to the Nationalist
Government, and the relatively minor role of the
Communist war effort there (certainly compared
to the Northwest). A variety of contemporary
changes have affected this: from the fading of the
radical ideological conflict of the Cold War era to
the growing economic and political importance of
the Southwest in contemporary Chinese politics,
leading to an upsurge on interest in local identity
(not just relating to the war, but to the history of
the region as a whole).

Perhaps most central to the changed view of
history has been a reassessment of the role of the
Nationalist leader, Chiang Kai-shek. Chiang’s
partial rehabilitation in the mainland is one of the
most remarkable political and historiographical
turnarounds of recent years. In the PRC, Chiang
was a purely demonic figure during most of
the Cold War. Even as late as 1988, the daring
television series Heshang (River Elegy) raised
eyebrows when it showed the image of Chiang
and his wife Song Meiling, even though they
were described in unflattering terms. But the
intervening decades saw Chiang’s reputation
significantly reassessed. Chiang remains criticized
for the many failings of his regime, but he is now
given more credit for many of the developments of
the Nanjing decade (1928-1937), many of which
now seem more relevant to reform-era China
(for instance, attempts to modernize transport
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infrastructure or regain tariff autonomy). In
particular, it is Chiang’s wartime record that
has attracted the most significant revisionism.
Chiang’s achievement in managing to establish
a regime in exile, and to sustain resistance all the
way until 1945, has in recent decades been given
significant attention in Chinese scholarship, as well
as informing important revisionist scholarship in
English.’

It is not just Chiang who has undergone
reassessment. Other figures prominent in the
wartime government, including former prime
minister and foreign minister T. V. Soong (Song
Ziwen) have also been reassessed as major figures
who played an important role in maintaining
the resistance of the Nationalist Government, in
particular by lobbying figures in the Franklin D.
Roosevelt administration to ensure that they would
keep China supplied with the funds that it so
desperately needed.’”

Again, as with the story of Chongqing, the role
of Chiang and his family and associates has been
reassessed not just in academic studies but also
in public history. Various of Chiang Kaishek’s
former residences have been restored, including
the house at Huangshan, outside Chongqing, to
which Chiang retreated at the height of the war.
Inside, many of the personal items belonging to
Chiang, Song Meiling, and also other members
of the Song family, are preserved, illustrated and
analysed by a rich set of historical explanations
and photographs. The tone is, overall, positive,
with much emphasis on Chiang’s role in
prosecuting Chinese resistance to Japan in the face
of great strategic difficulties.”

Although the primary drivers for the changes
in historical interpretation have been political, they
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have had the effect of producing a much better-
rounded historiography of the wartime period
itself at a national level. The exclusion, or at best,
caricature, of the Nationalist role in the war for
decades in China had meant that many significant
questions had been left unexplored: these included
a balanced assessment of the Nationalist military; a
closer examination of the economic and industrial
policy of the Nationalist government (in contrast
to the detailed work that had been done on the
economic reforms in the CCP base areas); and the
development of politics in the Nationalist areas.’
There still remain areas of China’s wartime history
that do need further illumination, including many
issues surrounding the collaborationist government
of Wang Jingwei, and the nature of Communist
contacts with other wartime actors. Nonetheless,
the restoration of the experience of Nationalist
China to the narrative of China’s wartime
experience has been instrumental in creating a
much more powerful account of China’s wartime
history on both its domestic and international
fronts. Overall, the history of wartime China
is becoming “normalized.” Since 1945,
historiographical interpretations of the war have
changed over time in all societies that were most
affected by it: for Britain, a greater recognition of
the contribution of the Empire in winning the war,
or for France, the extent of collaboration under
occupation. China is now more able to interpret
the war as a complex and often contradictory set of
processes between various Chinese actors, rather
than a more monocausal narrative in which the war
was merely a staging-post for the CCP’s ultimate
triumph. The revival of strong local interest in
the role of Chongging and Sichuan province have
become elements in the changing of the national
narrative of the war.
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Reassessing the Postwar

A historical metanarrative that takes the
Nationalist role in the War of Resistance more
seriously inevitably forces a reassessment of the
postwar period as well. And there was a brief
opportunity in the immediate postwar period for
the Nationalist government to draw on the capital
that it had won during the war. Although the
government itself would be gone just four years
later, at least some aspects of its international
achievements would endure well beyond its life on
the mainland, the most obvious being the presence
of China as a permanent member of the Security
Council of the United Nations. Nationalist China
was also a prominent exemplar, albeit a shortlived
one, of a non-European nation-state which
had successfully advocated an anti-imperialist
message, not only against the Japanese, but also
against the British (thereby infuriating Winston
Churchill).

One of the most notable developments in
the past decade has been the investigation of the
early years of the PRC as history, rather than as
political science.'” However, the years 1945-
1949 still remain relatively underexamined; they
are usually characterized as the years of a bloody
civil war, but little else. Naturally, the civil war
will continue to dominate interpretations of the
period, and it inevitable that the end point must be
the CCP victory in 1949. But there is also scope
to interpret the period in a different context: that of
the global postwar, and of “reconstruction.” The
notion of “reconstruction” has become a powerful
analytical tool in examining the years 1945-1950
as a global turning point. Also, because the Cold
War is now a period that is clearly defined in
historiography (c. 1945-1991), it has become more
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feasible to examine the period’s beginning as part
of the process that leads to the end point, some 45
years later.

Therefore, the 1945-1949 period in China
should also be seen not just as the period of the
final decline of the Nationalist Government (and
until late in the Civil War, plenty of outside
observers assumed that the Nationalists would
ultimately win), but rather as the brief existence
of a state which was drawing on the real, if flawed
prestige it had gained for its contributions to the
Allied cause against fascism and ultranationalism.
The rise of China’s status as a genuinely sovereign
power in the world community coincided with
the decline of the British empire, which until just
a couple of decades before had been the single
biggest investor in China. Many in the British
establishment found the new rise of China in world
affairs difficult to accept." However, a sense of
realism also propelled the British to understand
that a postwar China could not be expected to
re-establish the trappings of imperialism which
had in some cases continued all the way to Pearl
Harbor in late 1941. In that sense, the War against
Japan was indeed the making of a sovereign
China, even while it was the unmaking of the
Nationalist Chinese state. The turning point was
the signing of the treaty of 11 January 1943, which
ended extraterritoriality, abolished the foreign
concessions of Shanghai, and finally established
that a postwar China would be sovereign and
equal: 101 years after the Opium Wars, the
“century of humiliation” had finally come to an
end. And in 1945, victory over Japan meant that
Chiang’s Nationalist government could take up its
place on the world stage as an equal of its wartime
Allies. Chiang himself took great care to issue
public statements that stressed that the Chinese
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victory was not just a national victory, but rather a
step on the path to widespread international anti-
imperialism.

After all, in 1945, Chiang’s position was
unique: he was by then the only nonwhite leader
to have global status, in his case earned through
Chinese participation in the war. (Nehru would
later gain similar status, as would Mao, but Indian
independence was still two years away, and the
CCP victory, four years off). Chiang could also
boast that China (or that part of it under his rule,
in alliance with the Communists) was the only
part of East and Southeast Asia not to come under
the control of the Japanese. Chiang felt himself
perfectly justified in claiming a major role in the
postwar order, at least in Asia, and the US gave at
least some support to that view. British leaders,
however, did not share the American conviction
that a newly sovereign China should be seen as a
powerful actor in its own right in Asia’ Churchill
had declared in 1944 that the idea that China was a
great power was “an absolute farce,” and Churchill
himself used unashamedly racist language in
referring to the Chinese, Indians, and other
nonwhite peoples.12 Chiang, of course, returned
the compliment by criticizing the British attitude
toward India on frequent occasions. Yet the post-
1945 settlement meant that Britain now had to deal
with China as a truly sovereign power with equal
status in the United Nations. In addition, Britain
had suffered the humiliation of its power being
visibly lost during the Japanese occupation of
Southeast Asia in 1941-1945.

In this atmosphere, attitudes toward the
Chinese participation in the new international
order had to change, yet the ambiguities of the
prewar era remained, and there was controversy
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within the British Foreign Office (FO) about how
postwar policy toward China should proceed. Even
before the war in Asia had ended, J. C. Sterndale-
Bennett, head of the Far Eastern section at the FO,
submitted a long memorandum, not to influence a
particular policy, but rather to speak out in favour
of active British engagement with China in a way
that would take account of the newly powerful role
of the United States. Sterndale-Bennett was keen
to stress that Britain should maintain an imperial
role and make it clear to the US that it did so
for supposedly unselfish reasons, picking up the
pieces after the Japanese surrender.” However,
few Chinese would have agreed that the British
had been unselfish in their imperial role in China.
Reaction to the record of British imperialism, after
all, was central to the development of Chinese
nationalism, whether it was in Shanghai’s streets,
or in remembering the many guochi (national
humiliations) that marked the Chinese Republican
calendar." Chiang had, of course, sought British
assistance to oppose Japan before 1937 and after
in the hope that China would gain military support.
However, the wartime period had been marked by
poor relations between the British commanders
and the Chinese, and while British figures
such as Joseph Needham had made significant
contributions to the war effort, Britain was seen as
a variable ally at best. The distance between being
an imperialist conqueror and a wartime ally was
simply too great to overcome in such a short time.

Despite the change of prime minister from
Churchill to Clement R. Attlee, the British
diplomatic documents from the end of the war also
show a strong sense that the status of China as a
major power was “unreal,” and this sense recurred
frequently in British statements emerging from
the negotiations in the immediate postwar period.
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For the British, there was a difference between the
admission of China into an equal status with other
states, and its emergence as a power of global
significance in terms of Roosevelt’s concept of
the “Four Policemen.” Even during the Potsdam
conference in July 1945, before the war in Asia
was over, the Foreign Office made it clear that
China’s new status was something they found
problematic: in a brief for the UK delegation on 10
July 1945, they noted that:

The introduction of China into the detail of
European peace making is very questionable...
China is not a party to the Four Power
assumption of supreme authority over
Germany... The Soviet Government are
unlikely to agree to her inclusion as a principal
party on the Council for all purposes. It
was suggested instead that China should be
“nominally a member of the Council” she
should not have a vote on final decisions about
Germany, although she might take part in the
discussions."

It is worth remembering the now-forgotten
days of 1945-1946, because they marked an earlier
time when a Chinese state was seeking to find a
place in the international community, and to be
treated as a “responsible great power.” Of course,
the Nationalist effort did not succeed because
of their defeat in the civil war. But the issues
that concerned them, including the revision of
a world order in which the European and North
American powers were dominant, are not only
relevant for the present day, but also underpin a
reinterpretation of the whole postwar moment.
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Conclusion

Globally, scholarship on the War of Resistance
in China has continued to grow in importance,
despite our increasing distance from the events
themselves as well as the inevitable disappearance
of the generation that survived the war. '° This
note has discussed two very specific examples of
how that wartime history is beginning to reshape
our understandings of modern Chinese domestic
and international history, but these are not meant
by any means to provide comprehensive coverage
of the sorts of areas that might be considered,
but rather to suggest the wide range of areas of
interpretation that lie open to new approaches if
seen through the lens of the War of Resistance.
This piece started with a reference to the Spanish
Civil War, in some ways the European counterpart
to the war in China. Even today, the legacy of the
Spanish Civil War remains a live issue in Spanish
politics. So it is too with the War of Resistance:
changes in contemporary politics continue to cast
new light on the immensely important events of
the war that devastated China, and ended nearly 70
years ago.
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