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Stephen R. MacKinnon, Arizona State University (USA)

Foreign historians of Republican China writing in English like Eastman or
Chi Hsi - sheng have often dismissed inspirational role of United Front Wuhan
in 1938 as inconsequential or at best quixotic, a fleeting anomalous moment
in the otherwise fratricidal politics of the Republican era. © Indeed, if we con-
sider only the history of the Guomindang and Communist Parties, this is large-
ly true. The ten months of unified governance at Wuhan were an aberration—
a time of unusual amity both in terms of internal factionalism and in relations
between the parties. The Guomindang leaders exercised surprising flexibility
they tolerated diversity of opinion, limited police repression, and made deft
use of propaganda. The behavior of the Communists was likewise strangely out
of sync with the accepted narrative of what lay behind their rise to power in
1949. Though leaders like Zhou Enlai and Wang Ming gave stirring speeches
that connected Wuhan to Madrid by calling on workers and army to defend the
tricity in the manner of their Spanish brothers, their organizational initiatives

were few. @They were slow to respond to the efforts of others in organizing ref-

@ Eastman (1984 & 1986) and Ch’i Hsi-sheng (1982).
@ See for example the lead editorial by Wang Ming, Bo Gu, Zhou Enlai in Xinhua ribao, June
15, 1938.
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ugee welfare, students, women, and intellectuals. And most noticeably, the
Communists did little to organize the workers toiling in the burgeoning war in-
dustries of Wuhan and being badly exploited in the eyes of foreign observers.
The CCP leadership’s obsession at the time was with combating Trotskyite in-
fluences on students, intellectuals, and the media of Wuhan.

The more important historical quéstion is a bigger one: why did the de-
. fense of Wuhan become a turning point in both the history of the War and the
history of twentieth century China. It is a story which was being written at the
time not by the Guomindang or CCP, but by the refugee population that over-
whelmed Wuhan and surrounding cities during the spring of 1938. The effort
made by the refugees as a community under the military leadership of the
group of Baoding graduate generals led by Chen Cheng is the focus of this pa-
per (and book on which it is based)... changed international opinion and
won support for China’s long term war effort and strategy of chijiu zhan against
the Japanese.

Nationwide the flight of refugees in 1937—1938, first to the south and
then inland to the west, was an immediate result of the terrible violence of the
early years of the war. The movement of peoples was unprecedented, even
for Chinese history. Family members who had survived the killing and de-
struction of war as well as the rampages of Japanese troops during the first few
weeks of occupation fled in terror. They had no clear destination in mind and
took few belongings with them. Needless to say, they were also deeply trau-
matized by the violence they had witnessed; everyone had a grim personal
story to tell. But precisely because the violence had been so extreme and ar-
bitrary, and the path to survival so haphazard, the refugee experience be-
came transformative. When the population of Wuhan doubled within a few
months, producing a social and health crisis of grave proportions, refugees
pulled together as a community in new ways. Because their survival to this
point had seemed miraculous, uniting to make a last stand became a moral
necessity , and psychologically a way of facing survivor guilt. Such an attitude
helps explain the desperately optimistic atmosphere that gripped Wuhan for

ten months in 1938, standing in sharp contrast to the panic and chaos that
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had characterized the fall of Nanjing and Jinan in November and December of
1937.

The key to understanding why the civilian population pulled together as
they did in the face of a seemingly hopeless situation lies in the military history
of the defense of Wuhan. The defense of Wuhan was led by a group of senior
generals—most them Baoding junxiao graduates. Chiang Kaishek’s leadership
was symbolically important, but decision-making and leadership on the battle-
field was in the hands of generals like Chen Cheng, Li Zongren, Bai Chongyi,
Xue Yue, and others. Initial victories at Taierzhuang in April during the battle
for Xuzhou boosted morale and made overnight heroes of the commanders. It
also strengthened the civil authority that the Baoding generals were exercising
over Wuhan through the Military Affairs Council ( Junshi weiyuan hui) led by
General Chen Cheng (Bki) . In other words, it was the concentration of
military and political power in the hands of these generals that created an at-
mosphere of tolerance for experiment in social and cultural affairs which was u-
nique for a Chinese capital. Of key importance politically was the generals’
encouragement of a free press. To promote unity and political participation, the
new media of Wuhan publicized major changes in social organization and cul-
tural activity as part of the war effort.

In these ways the Wuhan experience of 1938 anticipated broad patterns of
change, such as the unprecedented mobilization and politicization of the popu-
lace, both urban and rural, that would characterize the rest of the war period
( and extend well into the 1950s). While defending their city for ten months, 1
argue in my book that the activists of Wuhan initiated changes in Chinese soci-
ety, culture, and politics which were as far-reaching as those that transformed
Europe during the First World War.

Wuhan in 1938 became a laboratory for cultural experimentation. Among
the intellectuals who gathered at Wuhan—a group that included most of the na-
tionally prominent figures in many fields—there was consensus that culture
must be turned into a potent propaganda weapon in the war against the Japa-
nese. Lao She (4) was at the height of his influence promoting the tongsu

wenhua movement. The arts and letters must be reshaped so as to reach the
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masses — especially the rural masses—and persuade them, at the very least, to
cease cooperating with Japanese occupying forces. Among the writers, there
were disagreements about how to do this. I highlight in the book clashes be-
tween Lao She and Feng Xuefeng (1% ZE ) . Should traditional folk forms
and styles be reshaped (as new wine in old bottles jiuping zhuang xinjin) or
completely new forms of art be tried?

The overall result of the war effort in the cultural sphere has been criti-
cized by foreign scholars like Vera Schwarcz and leading Chinese scholars like
Li Zehou (ZEPEJE) as a tragic watering down of the New Culture experiments
associated with the “renaissance” period of the May Fourth Movement. But it
would be a mistake to see the Wuhan effort simply as a process by which intel-
lectual elites were co-opted by the state. At Wuhan state power was fragmen-
ted; the authority of the central government was relatively weak. The embrace
of new directions in cultural production at Wuhan was clearly voluntary, elite
inspired, and enthusiastically pursued at the time. The atmosphere was too
much for May 4" generation writers Wen Yiduo and Qian Zhongshu or the
painter Xu Beihong who retreated from Wuhan, repulsed by the strength of the
popularization movement. Intellectual elites were reacting to pressure from their
peers, not the state.

The impact of the popularization movement on Chinese culture was long-
lasting. It was later picked up and magnified skillfully by cultural commissars
in Yan’an—by figures like Zhou Yang-and eventually by Mao in his talks at the
Yan’an Forum of 1942. Can the fact that the Chinese Communist Party’s won
the support by the late 1940s of leading cultural figures like Lao She, the
painter Xu Beihong, the cartoonist Feng Zikai, the philosopher Feng Youlan,
and others be attributed to enthusiasms generated at Wuhan? Perhaps. But it
would certainly be ahistorical to blame the enthusiasms of the Anti-Japanese
War period for the repression of intellectuals during the 1950s ( Anti-Rightist
Movement) and the excesses that culminated in the Cultural Revolution of
1966—1976.

Other, more positive interpretations of the cultural impact of the war be-

come possible when we look at the Wuhan period in terms of the history of Chi-
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nese journalism. © Leninist-inspired controls on the media by either the Guo-
mindang or Communist Parties were not present at Wuhan. The result was a re-
markable blossoming of voices in the daily newspapers and periodicals, as well
as in the arts. Not a single publisher or journalist was arrested or murdered in
1938, a record for a Chinese capital. The Wuhan media scene was also so vi-
brant because the more adventurous treaty-port publications like Da Gongbao
and Shenghuo of Tianjin and Shanghai were reestablished there, finding new
homes and audiences in inland China. @ One lesson from Wuhan is never to
underestimate the power and ingenuity-including speed of response—of Chinese
publishers and journalists when censorship is reduced.

Another legacy of Wuhan was the state-sponsored public health campaigns
that began to be organized for both the rural and urban populations. These
proved to be early steps taken toward the national health systems that were es-
tablished later in the Peoples Republic of China and Taiwan. Similarly, the or-
ganization of refugee welfare centers ( Nanmin. .. ) and relief way stations at
Wuhan paved the way for the state to take major responsibility in such matters
and trained those who would lead in these fields during the second half of the
twentieth century. Most visible at the time was the concerted effort made at
Wuhan to rescue children orphaned by the war nanmin ertonghui). Mme
Chiang Kaishek herself led the charge, pushed by remarkable activists like the
Shanghai lawyer Shi Liang (8 R ) . The state’s assumption of major respon-
sibility for orphans was new, and has remained a pillar of the Chinese welfare
state ever since.

~ More difficult to describe with precision was the changing position of
women during the war. Out of necessity, many were forced out of the home
and into the workplace — often as widows left to fend for themselves and their
children as sole breadwinners. Higher education expanded during the war.

This gave a growing percentage of young women opportunities for service be-

@ Stephen MacKinnon, “Toward a History of the Chinese Press in the Republican Period” , Mod-
ern China, vol. 23, no.l (January, 1997), pp. 3—32.

® Wang Jianhui, “Da Wuhan: 1937—38 nian de quanguo zhuban zhongxin” , in Wuhan luntan,
no. 12 ( December 2000) , pp. 85—90. ’



