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AUTHOR'S PREFACE 

T his book, the result of nearly fow.,. years' workt arose 
out of the discovery that no detailed study had ever been 

made of the great event~that convulsed China in I925-27. 
The lessons of tJle ~oc~a1 (,:atastroph(!_ th~~ occurred at that 
time have beene made ~sp_edally timel¥ by thtt events t~ 
began to occur after the bulk of this work had been completed 
and which are dealt with in the ~onclu~ing chapters. 

The author is indebted to many friends f<fr the loan of 
precious materials, notes, newspapers, documents, pamphlets, 
and books used in the preparation of this volume. These 
have had a history of ~eir own, for the kuomintang regime, 

7 after 1921_, burned them wherever found, anct the ~rchives of 
1 the Communist International, if they contain thenr at all, are 

dosed" to those who come seeking facts and rejecting falsified 
fuoc~ • 

Because so much of this material is here used for the first time 
and because of the decade-old campai~ ~f his_tQr_k:alJalsifica
tion carried on _!>i_ the Communist Irttem_a,tion_<'!,l jg connection 
with these events, th_e a11J;h_or has set do.wn precis_e _1!~nd p__e_r_h~s 
even over-numerou_s cita_ti_ons from cQntem.pQraneous ~~es 
for purposes of verification a11d for the guidance of futlE'e 
students. The spelling of Chinese names, varying so widely 
in different languages, has been made uniform throughout, 
including those in quotations, in accordance with the En~ 
usage most common in China. Acknowledgment is made 1fere 

-

to J. C. L. for aid in translations from the Chinese. _ 
Heaviest of all is the author's debt to his collaborator, Viola 

Robinson, who pulled out all the weeds. -

NEW YORK, 

June I 5, I 938. 
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INTRODUCTIO~. 

First of all, the mere fact that the author of.his book belongs 
to the school of historical materialism would.Jl~ entirely 

insufficient in our ~yes to ~in approval for his work. In present-=
day conditions the Marxist label would predispose us to mistrust 

... rather than to acceptance. In •close connecti~n with the 
degeneration of the Soviet State, Marxism has in the past 4 

fifteen years passed through an unprecedented period of 
decline and debasement. From an instru~nt of analysis and 
criticism, it has been turned into an instrument of cheap 
apologetics. Instead of analysing facts, it occupies i~elf with 
selecting sophisms in the interests of exalted clients. 

In the Chinese Revolution of I9_2,5_-I921 th~~CQ!l!_l}lunis_t 
International played a ve:ry great role, deEicted in this book 
iuite comprehensive_Iy .. We would, however, seek in vai'ilTrithe 
ibrary of the Communist International for a single book which 
Lttempts in any way to give a rounded picture of the Chinese 
·evolution. Instead, we find scores of "conjunctural" works 
,vhich docilely reflect each zigzag in the politics of the Com
nunist International, or, more correctly, of Soviet diplomacy 
n China, and subordinating to each zigzag facts as well as 
~eneral treatment. In contrast to this literature, which cannot 
trouse anything but mental revulsion, Isaacs' book represe~ 
t scientific: work from begip.ning_ to end~ It is based-on a con
cientious study of '! Y<l_Si numl:>t~r Qf Qriginal sources and -
:upplementary material. Isaacs spent more than three years 
m this wo~. It should be added t~at he h,ag previously passed 
1bout five years in China as a, journalist and observer o_f 
Chinese life. 
' author of this book approaches the revolution as a 

onist, and he sees no reason for concealing it. In the 
.._ ' .,. · · ~ a revolutionary point of view is virtually 
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equivalent to afl absence ;f scid1tific objectivity. We think 
just the ~posite : only a revolutionist-provided, of course, 
that he is equipped with the scientific method-is capable of 
laying bare the objective dynamics of the revolution. Appre
hending thought in general is not contemplative, but active. 
The element of will is indispensable for penetrating the secrets 
of nature and society. Just as a surgeon, on whose scalpel a 
human life depends~ distinguishes with extreme care between 
the various tissues of an organism, so a revolutionist, if he has 
a serious attitud0 toward his task~is obliged with strict con
scientiompn~ss to analyse the structure of society, its functions 
~nd reflexes. 0 

• 

To understand th6;) present war between Japan and China 
one must ta~e the Second 'Chinese Revolution as a point of " 

~ departure. In both cases we meet not only identical social 
forces, but frequently the same personalities. Suffice it to say 
that the persdn of Chiang Kai-shek occupies the central place 
in this book. As these lines are being written it is still difficult 
to forecast when and in what manner the Sino-Japanese war 
will end: But the outcome of the present conflict in the Far 
~ast will in any case have a provisipnal character. The 
world war which is approaching with irresistible force will 
review the Chinese problem together with all other problems 
of colonial domination. For it is in this that the real task of 
the second world war will consist : to divide the planet anew 
in accord with the new relationship of imperialist forces. 
The principal arena of struggle will, of course, not be that 
Lilliputian bath-tub, the Mediterranean, nor even the Atlantic 
Ocean, but the basin of the Pacific. The most important object 
of struggle will be China, embracing about one-fourth of the 

c:t;Iman race. The fate of the Soviet Union-the other big stake 
in the coming war-will also to a certain degree be decided in 

=- the Far East. Preparing for this clash of Titans, Tokyo is 
attempting to-day to assure itself of the broadest possible drill
ground on the continent of Asia. Great Britain and the United 
States are likewise losing no time. It can, however, be predicted 
with certainty-and this is in essence acknowledged by the 
present makers of destiny-that the world war will not produce 
the final decision : it will be followed by a new series of 
revolutions which will review not only the decisions of 

0 
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those proJerty •conditions 'Nhich gtve nse 
to war. • 

This prospect, it must be confessed, is very far from being 
an idyll, but Cleo, the muse of history, was never a member of 
a Ladies' Peace Society. The older generation which passed 
through the war of rgr4-rgr8 did not discharge a single one 
of its tasks. It leaves to the new generation as heritage the 
burden of wars and revolutions. These tr1t>st important and 
tragic events in human history have often marched side by 
side. They will definitely form the backgrol.Jild of the coming 
decades. It remains only to hope that the new J?*eration, 
which cannot a'rl:fttrarily ~ut loose from the conditions it has
inherited, has learned at least to underttand better the laws 

I 

. of its epoch. For ac uainting itsel?with the Chine~ Revolution 
ofrg25-1927rtwillnot n o- ayabetterguidetlianthisbook. -

' -ueSpife-- tile unquestionable greatness of the Anglo-Saxon 
genius, it is impossible not to see that the laws of revolutions 
are least understood precisely in the Anglo-Saxon countries. 
The explanation for this lies, on the one hand, in the•fact that 
the very appearance of revolution in these countries relates 
to a long-distant past, and evokes in official "sociologists" a 
condescending smile, as would childish pranks. On the other 
hand, pragmatism, so characteristic of Anglo-Saxon thinking, 
is least of all useful for understanding revolutionary crises. 

The English Re..volntion- of tbe_s_eventeenth century, like 
the""""French_RevolutiQll.__of the eighteenth, had the task of 
'"ratiOnaliZing" the structure Qf _soc.iety, i.e., cleansing_it of 
feuaal stala_ctites allii stalagmites,~nd subj<;Stipg__itj:_g_the laws 
offree competitiOn, which in that epoch seemed to be the laws 
of "common sense." In doing this, the Puritan revolution 
draped itself in Biblical dress, thereby revealing a pur~ 
infantile incapacity to understand its own significance. The 
French Revolution, which had considerable influence on pro- -
gressive thought in the United States, was guided by formulas 
of pure rationalism. Common sense, which is still afraid of itself 
and resorts to the mask of Biblical prophets, or secularized 
common sense, which looks upon society as the product of a 
rational " contract," remain to this day the fundamental 
forms of Anglo-Saxon thinking in the domains of philosophy 
and sociology. 

Xlll • 



• 7 Yet the real "~e:_::~:r::.~~en copstru 
/\ f~llo~i~· Rousseau, __ l!.P~~ __ a __ rational_~Q.n.tr;:tct," no1 

\ accorchng_t9 __ Bentham,_ upon_ d1e _prin_s:jpk_n_[Jb~ ".gre 
\ gOod," but has unf21Q~d "iq~tion~ly.:_o!!.._t_h~_Qa~s of S9 
l ~ictions and antagonisms. For r~~olut_0n to _bec;Qme inevi 

j~ class con_!!adi£ti~~ l_!_ave to be_ strain,eg JQ__t~~ br~~ing 1 
It is- precisely this ~istQri£<l.!!l ipesc;~p_a_hle ~-e..c_e_ssit:¥ _fur _co: 

(which depends neithu on good nor ill will but on the obj. 
\, interrelationship of classes, that makes revolution, to~ 
lj with war, the noost dramatic expression of _ilie "irrati< 

~~~ - f.s>_undat~>:::)of the histori~ process. 
- " Irra~o~~" 5-i~qt.l.._ however,C'mean arBitrary. C 

contrary, in the mclecular preparation of revolution, 
explosion, in its ascent and tlecline, there is lodged a pre 
inner lawful~ess which can be apprehended and, in the 
foreseen~ .Revolution~ .. as has been sai_d.more than_opce, 
lc:gic _of th.cir..2_wn-:-Bu!- this i~ -~ot tJi;Iogic_oUristOtl~, -iln 
less the _Erag!Uatic~demi-logic of "common_sei}s::." It 
h1gner fftnction of thought : the logic of development 
contradictions, i.e., the dialectic. 

-? The obstinacy of Anglo-Saxo~agmatism and its 1 
/' ~rsal tTiln.king-iliu_s h.a_ye_ ~elE_]iia!qial causes .. J 

poet cannot attam to the dialectic through books witl 
own personal experiences, so a well-to-do society, un 
convulsions and habituated to uninterrupted " progr 
incapable of understanding the dialectic of its own c 
ment. However, it is only too obvious that this privileg 
Anglo-Saxon world has receded into the past. :fli 
preJ2~_:t:_in,&.!o~Great Britain __ aLw~lLas_.the._UI1ite• 

4~ se~ious lessons in. the __ dialectic. ---· ---~ .. 

c~l 

,1 T.h-~ _author_ o~_gk _trie_sj;Q_defluce th~ ~h~t· 
_,_ Chmes_e_Reyolu_tion_not fr.o.n1 rz_priori_ ~~~nitiollU!Pd 1 

·. li!st01:_ical ~ies, huLfr_om_the li_viug.str.ucwre 9f 
S_<2Eietyand from the dy~amic:;s ofitl>inner_(o.rc~s. I!!_ th: 
chief methodological value of the book. The reader ' _______ .-J.,;.~--'-'---.- .---------.-- --- --
away not only a better-kmt picture of the march of eve 
what is more important-will learn to understand th 
!llaffisprings. Only on this basis is ifPOSsi.DleCOi: 
appraise political programmes and the slogans of s 
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INTRO~rf:TION 
parties-which, even if neithfr ind.ependent ~r in the final 
analysis the decisive factors in the process, are nevertkeless its 
most manifest signs. 

:- In its immediate aims the incompleted Chinese Revolution iC 
~ i_s _" fumrgeois." This term, however, which is used as a mere 

echo of the bourgeois revolutions of the past, actually helps 
us very little. Lest the historical analogy turn into a trap for 
the mind, it is necessary to check it in the•lioght of a concrete 
sociological analysis. ~are the classes which are struggling . 
i!l _C.hina? What are the i~terrelationships ci._ these classes? 
How, and in what direction, are these relations b~ trans. 
formed? What an! the ob~tive tasks of the Chinese Revolu. 
ti?E~ i.e.~ those tasks _s!!ctated.13y Qi~ ~~:w;~of_deyclQpment? 

""On the shoulders of which classes •rests the solution of these 
tasks? With what methods can they be solved? fsaacs' book 
gi~~~ the answers t~recisely these questions. 

Colonial and semi-colonial-and therefore backward
countries, which embrace by far the greater part of mankind, 
differ extraordinarily from one another in their degree ~f back· 
wardness, representing an historical ladder reaching from 

~ nomadry, and even cannibalism, up to the most modern 
' industrial culture. The combination of extremes in one degree • 

I 
or another characterizes all of the backward countries. How· 
ever, the hierarchy of backwardness, if one may employ such 
an expression, is determined by the specific weight of the 

~ elements of barbarism and culture in the life of each colonial 
' country. Equatorial Africa lags far behind Algeria, Paraguay 
~behind Mexico, Abyssinia behind India or China. With their 
, common economic dependence upon the imperialist metropoli, 

their political dependence bears in some instances the character 
of open colonial slavery (India, Equatorial Africa), while ity
others it is concealed by the fiction of State independence 
(China, Latin America). 

In agrarian relations backwardness finds its most organic 
and cruel expression. Not one of these countries has carried 
its democratic revolution through to any real extent. Half
way agrarian reforms are absorbed by semi-serf relations, and 
nese are inescapably reproduced in the soil of poverty and 

i\ression. Agrarian barbarism always goes hand in hand with 
1 ()~ absence of roads, with the isolation of provinces, with 

• • • 
XV 

-· 



INTR'&p'f!CTION 

" medieval " ~articularism, aJJd absence of nation 
sciousn~s. The purging of social relations of the rem 
ancient and the encrustations of modern feudalism is t 
important task in all these countries. 

The achievement of the agrarian revolution is unth 
however, with the preservation of dependence upon 
imperialism, which with one hand implants capitalist 
while supporting <agd re-creating with the other all the 
slavery and serfdom. The struggle for the democrati 
social relations c)lnd the creation of a national State 
intern1~~~:§lly passes into an open uprising agains· 

- domination. 0 
• • 

Historical backw~rdness does not imply a simple 1 

tion of the development e~f advanced countries, Er 
9 

France, with a delay of one, two, or three cent 
engenders an entirely new " combined " social fon 
which the latest conquests of capitalist technique and 
root themselves into relations of feudal or pre-feudal b 
transfofming and subjecting them and creating a 
relations of classes. 

Not a single one of the tasks of the "bourgeois" 
o can be solved in these backward countries under the 

of the " national " bourgeoisie, because the latter • 
once with foreign support as a class alien or hostile to 
Every stage in its development binds it only the rr 
to the foreign finance capital of which it is essentially 
The petty bourgeoisie of the colonies, that of hanc 
trade, is the first to fall victim in the unequal st) 
foreign capital, declining into economic insignificaJ 
·ing declassed and pauperized. It cannot even 

-Qllaying an independent political role. The pee 
largest numerically and the most atomized, bac 
oppressed class, is capable of local uprisings a 
warfare, but requires the leadership of a more ad 
centralized class in order for this struggle to be ele 
all-national level. The task of such leadership 
nature of things upon the colonial proletariat, whh 
very first steps, stands opposed not only to the forei~· 
to its own national bourgeoisie. 

Out of the conglomeration of provinces and tribe, 
0 

XVI 

) 

J\JUnd 



INTR~nfcTION 
together by geographical Jroximity and tfie bureaucratic 
apparatus, capitalist development has transformid China 
into the semblance of an economic entity. The revolutionary 

· movement of the masses translated this growing unity for the 
first time into the language of national consciousness. In the 
strikes, agrarian uprisings, and military expeditions of 192.5-
1927 a new China was born. While the generals, tied to their 
own and the foreign bourgeoisie, could Qil~y tear the country 
to pieces, the Chinese workers became the standard·bearers of 
an irresistible urge to natioTtal unity. This movement provides 
an incontestable analogy with the struggl~ of ~ French 
Third Estate agai-nst particularism, or with the 1~ struggle 
of the Germans and Italians for nation'il unification. But in 

• contrast to the first-born countri.es of capitalism, where the 
problem of achieving national unity fell to the petty bourgeoisie, 
in part under the leadership of the bourgeoisie and even of the 
landlords (Prussia !) , in China it was the proletariat that 
emerged as the primary motive force and potential leader of 
this movement. But precisely thereby, the proletariat con
fronted the bourgeoisie with the danger that the leadership of 
the unified fatherland would not remain in the latter's hands. 
Patriotism has been throughout all history inseparably bountr 
up with power and property. In the face of danger the ruling 
classes have never stopped short of dismembering their own 
country so long as they were able in this way to preserve power 
over one part of it. It is not at all surprising, therefore, if the 
Chinese bourgeoisie, represented by Chiang Kai·shek, turned 
its weapons in 1927 against the proletariat, the standard
bearer of national unity. The exposition and explanation of 
this turn, which occupies the central place in Isaacs' book, 
provides the key to the understanding of the fundamentil~ 
problems of the Chinese revolution as well as of the present 
Sino-Japanese war. 

The so·called " national " bourgeoisie tolerates all forms of 
national degradation so long as it can hope to maintain its own 
privileged existence. But at the moment when foreign capital 
sets out to assume undivided domination of the entire wealth of 
the country, the colonial bourgeoisie js forced to remind itself 
of its " national" obligations. Under pressure of the masses 
it may even find itself plunged into a war. But this will be a 
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INTRO~UfTION 
war waged agai~st one of the imPerialist powers, the one least 
amenabl~ to negotiations, with the hope of passing into the 
service of some other, more magnanimous power. Chiang 
Kai-shek struggles against the Japanese violators only within 
the limits indicated to him by his British or American patrons. 
Only that class which has nothing to lose but its chains can 
conduct to the very end the war against imperialism for 
national emancipaticm. 

The above developed views regarding the special character 
of the " bourgeoio " revolutions in Kistorically belated countries 
are by ~means the product of theoretical analysis alone. 
Before the second Chinese Revolutitm (I925....!'I927) they had 
already been submi~ed to a grandiose historical test. The 
experience of the three Ru:~~Sian Revolutions (1905, February • 
and Octo be¥ I 9 I 7) bears no less significance for the twentieth 
century than the French Revolution bore for the nineteenth. 
To understand the destinies of modern China the reader must 
have before his eyes the struggle of conceptions in the Russian 
revoluti<1nary movement, because these conceptions exerted, 
and still exert, a direct and, moreover, powerful influence upon 
the politics of the Chinese proletariat and an indirect influence 
upon the politics of the Chinese bourgeoisie. 

It was precisely because of its historical backwardness that 
Czarist Russia turned out to be the only European country 
where Marxism as a doctrine and the Social Democracy as a 
party attained powerful development before the bourgeois 
revolution. It was in Russia, quite naturally, that the problem 
of the correlation between the struggle for democracy and the 
struggle for socialism, or between the bourgeois revolution and 
the socialist, was submitted to theoretical analysis. The first to 

-eose this problem in the early 'eighties of the last century was 
the founder of the Russian Social Democracy, Plekhanov. 

. In the struggle against so-called Populism (Narodnikism), a 
variety of socialist Utopianism, Plekhanov established that 
Russia had no reason whatever to expect a privileged path of 
development, that like the " profane " nations, it would have to 
pass through the stage of capitalism and that along this path it 
would acquire the regime of bourgeois democracy indispensable 
for the further struggle of the proletariat for socialism. Plekh
anov not only separated the bourgeois revolution as a task 
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distinct from the socialist revolution-which he f>ostponed to the 
indefinite future-but he depicted entirely different com
binations offorces. The bourgeois revolution was to be achieved 
by the proletariat in alliance with the liberal bourgeoisie, 
and thus clear the path for capitalist progress ; after a number 
of decades and on a higher level of capitalist development, the 
proletariat would carry out the socialist revolution in direct \ 
struggle against the bourgeoisie. • • 

Lenin-not immediately, to be sure-reviewed this doctrine. 
At the beginning of the present century, wiJ:h much greater 
force and consistency than Plekhanov, he posed t~grarian 
problem as the ~eP.ttral prtblem of the bourgeois revolution in 
Russia. With this he came to the conclvsion that the liberal 
bourgeoisie was hostile to the expropriation of the landlords' 
estates, and precisely for this reason would seek a•compromise 
with the monarchy on the basis of a constitution on the Prussian 
pattern. To Plekhanov's idea of an alliance between the pro
letariat and the liberal bourgeoisie, Lenin opposed the idea of 
an alliance between the proletariat and the peasant1-y. The 
aim of the revolutionary collaboration of these two classes he 
proclaimed to be the establishment of the " bourgeois-demo
cratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry " as 

hhe only means of cleansing the Czarist empire of its feudal
, police refuse, of creating a free farmers' system, and of clearing 
the road for the development of capitalism along American 
lines. Lenin's formula represented a gigantic step forward in 
that, in contrast to Plekhanov's, it correctly indicated the 
central task of the revolution, namely, the democratic over
turn of agrarian relations, and equally correctly sketched out 
the only realistic combination of class forces capable of solving 
this task. But up to I 9 I 7 the thought of Lenin himself remainea 
bound to the traditional concept of the " bourgeois " revolu
tion. Like Plekhanov, Lenin proceeded from the premise that 
only after the " completion of the bourgeois democratic revolu
tion " would the tasks of the socialist revolution come on the 
order of the day. Lenin, moreover, contrary to the legend 
later manufactured by the epigones, considered that after the 
completion of the democratic overturn, the peasantry, as 
peasantry, could not remain the ally of the proletariat. Lenin 
based his socialist hopes on the agricultural labourers and 
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I.NTRO~UCTIO.N 
the semi-prole'tarianized peasa~ts who sell their labour
power. • 

The w~ak point in Lenin's conception was the internally 
contradictory idea of the " bourgeois-democratic dictatorship 
of the proletariat and the peasantry." A political bloc of two 
classes whose interests only partially coincide excludes a 
dictatorship. Lenin himself emphasized the fundamental 
limitation of the• ti dictatorship of the proletariat and the 
peasantry " when he openly cal~d it bourgeois. By this he 
meant to say th<tt for the sake of maintaining the alliance with 
the )·>~ry the proletariat would, in the coming revolution, 
have to forgo the direct posing o't the s~c!alist tasks. But 
this would signify, to be precise, that the proletariat would 
have to givt(, up the dictato~hip. In that event, in whose hands · 
would the revolutionary power be concentrated? In the hands 
of the peasantry? But it is least capable of such a role. 

Lenin left these questions unanswered up to his famous 
Theses of April 4, 1917. Only here did he break for the first 
time with the traditional understanding of the " bourgeois " 
revolution and with the formula of the " bourgeois-democratic 

"'"dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry." He declared 
the struggle for the dictatorship of the proletariat to be the solK 
means of carrying out the agrarian revolution to the end an 
of securing the freedom of the oppressed nationalities. The 
regime of the proletarian dictatorship, by its very nature, 
however, could not limit itself to the framework of bourgeois 
property. The rule of the proletariat automatically placed 
on the agenda the socialist revolution, which in this case was 
not separated from the democratic revolution by any historical I 

period, but was uninterruptedly connected with it, or, to put 
.Jt more accurately, was an organic outgrowth of it. At what 
tempo the socialist transformation of society would occur and 
what limits it would attain in the nearest future would depend 
not only upon internal but upon external conditions as well. 
The Russian revolution was only a link in the international 
revolution. Such was, in broad outline, the essence of the 
conception of the permanent (uninterrupted) revolution. It 
was precisely this conception that guaranteed the victory of 
the proletariat in October. 

But such is the bitter irony of history : the experience of 
0 

XX 



INTR~DbCTION 
the Russian Revolution notf only did not h~p the Chinese 
proletariat but, on the contrary, it became, in its re<tctionary, 
distorted form, one of the chief obstacles in its path. The 
Co min tern of the epigones began by canonizing for all countries 
of the Orient the formula of the " dem«;>cratic dictatorship of 
the proletariat and peasantry " which Lenin, influenced by 
historical experience, had acknowledged to be without value. 
As always in history, a formula that had etftlived itself served 
to cover a political content which was the direct opposite of 
that which the formula had served in its eday. The mass 
plebian, revolutionary alliance of the workers anMeasants, 
sealed through th.e• freely :tected Soviets as the direct organs of 
action, the Comintern replaced by a ~ureaucratic bloc of 
party centres. The right to rep~sent the peas<yitry in this 
bloc was unexpectedly given to the Kuomintang, i.e., a 
thoroughly bourgeois party vitally interested in the preservation 
of capitalist property, not only in the means of production but 
in land. The alliance of the proletariat and the peasantry 
was broadened into a " bloc of four classes " : workers, 
peasants, urban petty bourgeoisie, and the so-called "national" 
bourgeoisie. In other words, the Comintern picked up a formul~ 
discarded by Lenin only in order to open the road to the politics 
of Plekhanov and, moreover, in a masked anrl therefore more 
harmful form. 

To justify the political subordination of the proletariat to the 
bourgeoisie, the theoreticians of the Comintern (Stalin, 
Bukharin) adduced the fact of imperialist oppression which 
supposedly impelled" all the progressive forces in the country " 
to an alliance. But this was precisely in its day the argument 
of the Russian Mensheviks, with the difference that in their 
case the place of imperialism was occupied ':>y Czarism. I~ 
reality, the subjection of the Chinese Communist Party to the 
Kuomintang signified its break with the mass movement and a 
direct betrayal of its historical interests. In this way the 
catastrophe of the second Chinese revolution was prepared 
under the direct leadership of Moscow. 

To many political philistines who in politics are inclined to 
substitute " common sense " guesses for scientific analysis, the 
controversy among the Russian Marxists over the nature of the 
revolution and the dynamics of its class forces seemed to be 
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sheer scholasticfsm. Historical e~perience revealed, however, 
the profotmdly vital significance of the " doctrinaire formulas " 
of Russian Marxism. Those who have not understood this 
up to to-day can learn a great deal from Isaacs' book. The 
politics of the Communist International in China showed 
convincingly what the Russian Revolution would have been 

I converted into if the Mensheviks and the Social Revolutionaries 
had not been thh1St aside in time by the Bolsheviks. In 
China the conception of the perriJ.anent revolution was con
firmed once more, 'this time not in the form of a victory, but of 
a catas~e. 

It would, of course, be impermissitle to i<!e~tify Russia and 
China. With all theii'important common traits, the differences 
are all too oJwious. But it i§ not hard to convince oneself that 
these differences do not weaken but, on the contrary, strengthen 
the fundamental conclusions of Bolshevism. In one sense 
Czarist Russia was also a colonial country, and this found its 
expression in the predominant role of foreign capital. But the 
Russian bourgeoisie enjoyed the benefits of an immeasurably 
greater independence from foreign imperialism than the 

cChinese bourgeoisie. Russia itself was an imperialist country. 
With all its meagreness, Russian liberalism had far more serious 
traditions and more of a basis of support than the Chinese. To 
the Left of the liberals stood powerful petty bourgeois parties, 
revolutionary or semi-revolutionary in relation to Czarism. 
The party of the Social Revolutionaries managed to find 
considerable support among the peasantry, chiefly from its 
upper layers. The Social Democratic (Menshevik) Party led 
behind it broad circles of the urban petty bourgeoisie and 
labour aristocracy. It was precisely these three parties-the 

..!:.iberals, the Social Revolutionaries, and the Mensheviks-
who for a long time prepared, and in I 9 I 7 definitely formed, a 
coalition which was not yet then called the People's Front but 
which had all of its traits. In contrast to ~his the Bolsheviks, 
from the eve of the revolution of I 905, took up an irreconcilable 
position in relation to the liberal bourgeoisie. Only this policy, 
which achieved its highest expression in the " defeatism " of 
I9I4-I9I7, enabled the Bolshevik Party to conquer power. 

The differences between China and Russia-the incompar
ably greater dependence of the Chinese bourgeoisie on foreign 
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b Of ind~pendent revolutifmarr. traditions 
• t 1 the a sence . . f t. k 

capl a ' he ett bourgeoisie, the mass gravitatiOn o ~ue wor ers 
among t P Y h banner of the Comintern-demanded a 

d peasants to t e . 'bl h a~ . 'lable policy-If such were pom e-t an 
sull more Irreconci . . f h C . 
h d I·n Russia Yet the Chmese sectwn o t e omm-

t at pursue · . d 
t M w's command, renounced Marxisn, accepte , 

tern, a osco . . l f S y " d 
the reactionary scholastic "pn~Clp es o u~ . zt-sen: a1_1 
entered the ranks of the Kuommtang, sftl1mittm;~ to Its dis
cipline. In other words, it_ "':e~t much further .alcng the ro.ad 
of submission to the bourgeoiSie than the RliSSian MenshevikS 
or Social Revolutionaries ever did. The same fa~olicy is 
now being repeatM in the conditions of the war with Japan. 

How could the bureaucracy emergin~ from the Bolshevik 
Revolution apply in China, as th~oughout the wo;ld, methods 
fundamentally opposed to those of Bolshevism? It would be 
far too superficial to answer this question with a reference to 
the incapacity or ignorance of this or that individual. The 
gist of the matter lies in this : together with the new conditions 
of existence the bureaucracy acquired new methods ofthinking. 
The Bolshevik Party led the masses. The bureaucracy began to 
order them about. The Bolsheviks won the possibility ofleader~ 
ship by correctly expressing the interests of the masses. The 
bureaucracy was compelled to resort to command in order 
to secure its own interests against those of the masses. The 
method of command was naturally extended to the Communist 
International as well. The Moscow leaders began quite 
seriously to imagine that they could compel the Chinese 
bourgeoisie to move to the Left of its interests and the Chinese 
workers and peasants to the Right of theirs, along the diagonals 
drawn in the Kremlin. Yet it is the very essence of revolution 
that the exploited as well as the exploiters invest their intere~ 
with the most extreme expression. If hostile classes could move 
along diagonals, there would be no need for a civil war. Armed 
by the authority of the October Revolution and the Communist 
International, not to mention inexhaustible financial resources, 
the bureaucracy transformed the young Chinese Communist 
Party from a motive force into a brake at the most important 
moment of the revolution. In contrast to Germany and Austria, 
where the bureaucracy could shift part of the responsibility for 
defeat to the Social Democracy, there was no Social Democracy 
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in China. The tt:;omintern had t'he monopoly in ruining the 
Chinese Revolution. 

The present domination of the Kuomintang over a consider 
able section of Chinese territory would have bee • 'bl 

· h h fi 1 · n 1mposs1 e wit out t e power u natwnal revolutiona f . ry movement o the 
• masshes m 1925-1927. The m~ssacre of this movement on the 

one and concentrated power m the hands ofCh' K · h k 
d h h JJ n • lang m-s e , 

an on t e ot er uoomed Ch1ang Kai-shek to half · 
th t 1 • . . 1. -measures 1n 

e s rugg e agan:st 1mpena lSI?· ;t'he understanding of the 
course of the Clcinese RevolutiOn has in this way the 

1 
direct s~cance for an understan~ing of the course oft~e 
Sino-Japanese war. This historical work •acquires thereb)' 
the most actuel polit~al significance. 

War and ~)evolution will Be interlaced in the nearest futufl 
history of China. Japan's aim, to enslave for ever, or at leas 
for a long time to come, a gigantic country by dominating it: 
strategic centres, is characterized not only by greediness bw 
by wooden-headedness. Japan has arrived much too late 
Torn by internal contradictions, the empire of the Mikad( 
cannot reproduce the history of Britain's ascent. On the othe 

.Jland, China has advanced far beyond the India of the seven 
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Old colonial countries an 
nowadays waging with ever greater success a struggle for thei 
national independence. In these historic conditions, even if th1 
present war in the Far East were to end with Japan's victor)' 
and even if the victor himself could escape an internal cata 
strophe during the next few years-and neither the former no 
the latter is in the least assured-Japan's domination ove 
China would be measured by a very brief period, perhaps onl 
the few years required to give a new impulse to the economi 

.&'e of China and to mobilize its labouring masses once mort 
The big Japanese trusts and concerns are already followin 

in the wake of the army to divide the still unsecured booty. Th 
Tokyo Government is seeking to regulate the appetites of th 
financial cliques that would tear North China to pieces. l 
Japan were to succeed in maintaining its conquered position 
for an interval of some ten years, this would mean, above al 
the intensive industrialization of North China in the militar 
interests ofJapanese imperialism. New railways, mines, powe1 
stations, mining and metallurgical enterprises, and cotto 
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of the peasantry. To meet the ever-increasin~ tax demands, 
the landlords multiplied their exactions from the n1en who 
actually worked the soil. Small landholders mortgaged 
themselves to the moneylenders and were gradually reduced 
to the status of tenants or agricultural labourers. As each 
succeeding dynasty passed its peak and went into decline, its 
financial demands increased and the corruption of its officials 
deepened. When the burden of accumfltl!tted rent, debts, 
and taxes became intolera.ble and the prevailing hardships 
further weighted by repeated natural disastws, local revolts 
against rent and tax collectors broadened into gre~easant 
wa~. •• • 

Military cliques, headed by landhdlding nobles, took 
the field at the head of scattered" peasant detacgments and 
provincial soldiery, overthrew the Dynasty, and fought for 
primacy among themselves. Attempts at drastic social and 
agrarian reforms usually featured the period of civil war 
and confusion which often lasted decades and at one time 
several centuries. The most famous of these were the attempted 
reforms of Wang Mang after the fall of the Han Dynasty at 
the beginning of the first century of the Christian era, and .. 
those advocated by Wang An-shih after the collapse of the 
T'ang Dynasty and the rise of the Sung at the end of the tenth 
century. Some of their proposals went as far as a primitive 
sort of nationalization of land, i.e., the abolition of private 
property rights in the land and its reversion to its original 
owner, the State. Others provided for the establishment of 
an embryonic state capitalism. None of these reforms, how
ever, matured. The peasant wars which provoked them in
variably exhausted themselves. One of the warring cliques 
would finally assert its supremacy and erect a new dynasty .• 
While the new Emperor and his immediate descendants 
consolidated their rule and gradually suppressed all rival 
claimants to the throne, the original social forms in the village 
were reproduced and the same gradual process of expropriation 
resumed. 

The Manchus came to power in the mid-seventeenth 
c_eritury by taking advantage of one of these peasant rebellions. 
Once established as alien rulers, they had a natural interest in 
preserving China from any other external contact while they 
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completed the ~ubjugation of the country. During this period 
Europe ~as locked in the bitter wars which accompanied the 
birth of Western capitalism. European contacts with Cathay . 
were occasional a1.d episodic. The (!arly Mal].ch}l_<;m..E_~~~rs J 

were leftJree t() e~_Qy_t~eriod o_ft~~~E_ ~cen<:l'!!l~Y_!__~i!~t~e ~ 
~aSSl~ of anoth_er two centurj(!~ .. _4QW(!YQ.,._<:t_r_Ll1l~.rkahle.grQwth ,j 
o[Eopula!io_:t_"b_!_o~ght !_enewed and shar:Ren~d__pr!:s.s.ur.e.PJl_the 6 

land. The M:an"cnUDynasty had alr~~ntt:re<.i_ ~on its , 
c(_eclille~ I_!s jule was al~~~Clyjl~nte_grating_~nd i!_ ha_<! l:)~n . 
~~_pe1.l~d ~-~~ Jleavy levies o~ _th;_poEulation t~ _!ll:eet 
repeat~evolts in di~erent parts _of 11s _gpmain, Qhin~se 
s6cTety __ "Yas on th~-bii!lk _Qf a_Il_ew_ -;.ra_ s>f ~~tic11.l_ J:>r_:eakdown 
arid-~,!ta,o~ w:henth_~ tir_st_wa_y~s_Qf_~xpa.nding Wesj:<;rn ~italism 
broke against China's shore~. The advent of the new barbarians 
wlio came from across the seas deepened., "transformed,-and 
-immensely complicated the inner divisions in the -Classes of 
C-hinese society. Their coming-me-antthat tfi.e old solutions, 
arrived at in the old manner, would no longer suffice. 

DriVing forward irresistibly toward the expansion of trade 
and the accumulation of capital resources, the Western 
nations smashed the barriers that had until now divided the 
Celestial Empire from the rest of the world. Out of this 
impact profound economic, political, and social changes had 
at last to come. Capitalist economy was drawing the whole, 
world into its orbit. China's isolation was at an end. For 
Capital was a new type of conqueror, hitherto unknown in 
Chinese history. Invading hordes which had swept down 
across the northern frontiers had in the past been assimilated 
with little difficulty into the more highly organized framework of 
the older Chinese civilization. These new barbarians possessed 

~technical equipment and a material level which nothing in 
China could match. Mere traditions could not cope with 
cannon, any more than the hand could cope with the machine 
or the palanquin with the railway. Against the driving 
force and weapons of the Western barbarians, China could 
pit only the sheer weight of its age, its size, and numbers. 
These could determine the length and agony of this uneven 
conflict, l}Ot its Qutcome. 

The Cliinese· economic and social structure, already in crisis, 
reacted swiftly at top and at bottom to the corrosive influence 
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of the foreign invasion. Economically, China wa~aid prostrate. 
With the help of opium, the foreign traders establtshed a 

lance permanently in their favour. Silver, heavily imported 
ring the first period of the foreign trad,·, started draining 
ray by I826. Ten years later opium replaced silver as the 
~dium of payment for Chinese tea and silk.2 Through the 
each made by the drug and widened by British and French 
nnon in the Opium Wars of 1?4g and I~, manufactured 
1!!...11l9dities made their way. British cotton goodu.!QEped
~ ex:e_or~ of Chinese woven cloth (nankeens) which practically 

. ;appeared £rom the export list by I 833. The curve o£.G.hinese 
exports dropped !l?arply with the corresponding spectacular 
rise of opium imports during the first quar~r of the nineteenth 
century. Cotton imports advanced steadily, and by I87o 
cotton goods accounted for 3 I per cent of Chin:'s imports 
and a few years later replaced opium at the top of the list. 
The rapid strides in industrial organization and technique 
in the West, the opening of the Suez Canal, and the develop
ment of steam navigation, stimulated the China trade,""Which 
doubled between 1885 and 1894. The flow of commodities 
was soon followed by capital investments and loans. Foreign 
shipping companies, cotton mills, railways, and telegraph lines 
occupied by the end of the century all the commanding 
positions in Chinese economic life. 
~is econo_mic ~ong,u<:_st was facilitated by_ the est~blishment 

-

of foreign poli:!:~cal control. The Manchu regime wasieduced 
to im.Eo!e_nce. :Itseailya:tlempts to checkthe STiver dralrilJy 
r!St!icting the 9pium trade were batter.§g_9.own in a series ?f 
wars in wh_~h i! suffered humiliating_ defeats and for which 'it 
lj.ad to _paY._ neavy l?~nalties. Humbled by the Westerners, tlie 
Manchu regime lost immeasurably in prestige and authority _. 
over the Chinese. Treaties . exacted by the foreigners 
~the_ cannon's mouth3__pro-yide_ci_for the free propaga
t~_Qf_-Christianity~ _ th~ _Ji~arhead of Western l!enetra
ll,on:. ansi legaliz~e trade_ in opium. 4 But the1r most 
important provisions opened coastal and river ports to trade, 
l!mited the Chi_p.~e tariff to a !1QlJ1in~l .5. per cent, granted 
territona! footh9Jds _and conc..es.siQns whence later .c.a.me. the 
differe~t foreign "spheres of influenc~ and set 1!P the 
system of extra-territ?riality which exempted the foreigners 
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from the jurbdiction of Chinese law and the payment of 
Chinese taxes. China became in all but name a subject land, 
saved from outright division and colonization only by the 
acute rivalries among the imperialist freebooters. 

The spread of opium, the drain of silver, and the influ 
of machine-made commodities heightened to an acute degre 
the crisis in the country-side which derived from the rapi 
growth of the p()~lation and the shortage of cultivable land 
The widespread use of opium caused a flow of wealth from th 
country-side to

0
the towns and led to an alarming contraction 

of the;. internal market. 6 The silver shortage caused by the 
drain r~ulted in a 20 to 30 pet cent depreciation of th~ 
copper currency ino common use and a sharp rise in the cost 
of living. Debased coinage came into use. 7 Foreign cotton 
goods and0other commodities drove Chinese handicrafts to the 
wall, especially in the southern provinces. The weavers 
who had produced the 3,359,000 pieces of cloth exported in 
1819 lost their means oflivelihood when the export dropped to 
3o,6oe-pieces in 1833 and almost to zero in the three subsequent 
decades. 8 Finally, as if man and his works were not sufficiently 
malignant, nature joined in the physical destruction of the 

~· old order of things. Scarcely a year passed in the middle 
decades of the nineteenth century without its quota of floods 
and famines, droughts and plagues, in the great river valleys 
and beyond. 

The accumulative result of all these agencies of dissolution 
was mass pauperization and the creation of a large floating 
population. Sporadic revolts and outbreaks among the racial 
minorities of the Miao tribes in the south-west and the 
Moslems in the north-west heralded the beginning of a new 
peasant war which, in the traditional course of events, would 

~ have confirmed the exhaustion of Heaven's mandate to the 
ruling Dynasty and led to the rise of a new reigning house. 
But while an essentially peasant revolt was brewing in the 
provinces, the Chinese ruling class was finding resources for 
renewing itself by participating, directly and indirectly, in the 
profits of the foreign trade. 

Merchants and officials in the seaports had early begun to 
accumulate great fortunes through their dealings with the 
foreigners. Prior to I 830 when foreign ships still arrived at 
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' Canton laden with silver dollars to pay for tl!e tea and silk 
carried back to Europe and the Cnited States, 9 little of this 
wealth had found its way back to the ultimate producers. 
~{ost of it remained in the hands of the port merchants and 
inandarins.l 0 Members of the co-hongs~ special merchant 
monopolies offic'ially established to deal with the foreigners, 
and locaf officials, who had a free hand in levying special 
taxes and '' contributions," acquired great.wealth, especially 
in the contraband opium trade. 'Membership in the co-hong 
was often wortflas much ar 2oo,ooo taels. qp.e Canton .mer
chant boasted a fortune of $26,ooo,ooo over and above tbe huge 
sums he had p<:tM to the local officials in return for their 
benevolent support.U • 

I · From these merchants and offici~ls a new class took shape, ..• --- .. 
the cia~~ of compradores, brokers for foreign cap1tal orl.' the 
Chinese market. This was one of tile first direct efl"ects of v' 
the impeJialist invasion u,pon the -fab-;ic -~f Chinese -society. 
The COJI11Jl.?-ncling, !':Conomic positi_oris which imp~rlalism 
secured for itself effectively blo~keg the main chaMie! of 
indigenous, indep~n<l~nt cavitalist 4~v~cl.opm~nt~e Dhinese 
merchants 4nd officia!Lstell!:me<h.__J;o bt~in with, from__!he 
landed gentry. The new wealth accumulated through the -
foreign trade -went not into capitalist enterprise but into land, 
a process which visibly hastened the growth of large landed 
estates and the expropriation of petty landholders.12 Landlords 
sent their sons into the cities to join in the lucrative business 
of compradoring. ~are was the: compradore who was not an 
absentee landlord. Their profits went back not only into the 
!and but into. usurious loans to the peasants who had to 
borrow to bridge the gap between their decreasing incomes 
and the rising cost of living and taxes. Unable to compete 
with the superior force and material technique of the foreigners,
Jhe old landlord-mrrcham bollrg.egi_~i~ ~a,~ co~w:rted into a 
class of brokers, money-lenders, and speculators, with interests 
divided between-town and country. ··- -
' In this process the whole State structure took part. The 
Mancnus hacf 'been defeated by the B_ritish in the Opium Wars 
z, with an ease th~t ~hook their own c;onfidence in the prowess 
and destiny of their race and completely dispelled its prestige 
of military power in the eyes of the subject Chinese."13 
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Broken by millhry defeats, the Manchu bureaucracy was soon 
imderrrtl.ned by bribery and the attractive profits from the 
smuggling_ of opium,14 Edic!S from _Peking often remained 
,lnov~raJ:ive~ Peking was far awa.y and the clink of foreign 
silver near and enticing. Chinese officialdom, theoretically 
virtuous, already had an ancient tradition of corruption. The 
dependence of officials on tax revenues for their own sustenance 
had from time imnemorial placed a premium upon official 
honesty. The riches of the foreign trade crowned this tradition 
with a new sowce of illegitimate. income. With the decline 
of the ·Dynasty, the falling off of revenue to the centre, and 
growing financial stringency, all pretence a~irtue was thrown 
to the winds and o:fficial position became an object of open 
barter. T~e plums of power were acquired not by the learned 
but by those who had the price. Naturally it was the already 
wealthy merchant or compradore who could buy his son or 
his brother a mandarin's button. As the practice became 
common, the merchants, landlords, and officials became 
even fiiore distinctly the branches of the same class tree. This 
class, fundamentally concerned with the preservation of all 

.,. the inequalities on the land from which it profited, became 
one of the chief instruments of foreign penetration and control. 
Imperialism, on its part, having battered the Imperial Govern
ment into submission and adapted the upper strata of Chinese 

7 society to its uses, became the protector of the Chinese rulers 
''\against the wrath of a ravaged people. This was to become 

the basic formula of imperialist control in ~el!li-~olonial 
China. The whole Chinese economic)_ so<;:ial~ anci political 
~tn.lcture had been- thrown -illtQ s~_lution--b-y imperialism, but 
new elements had barely begun to form when imperialism 

~\ ~ouni.J.;s~l_!' ~ompelled to join ~!th ev_erything conservative, 
1,oppress1ve, and backward in the nation to resist ancT"'Smash 
agencies of revolutionary cliange. 

This relajj()nship crystalliz_e_d durin~ th~ Taiping Rebellion 
which threatened to overtll.JQW the Manchu Dynasty in- the 
middle of th~ nineteenth century. Repeated revolts, engen
dered by intolerable economic conditions, SlJlii1iJJ.~ted in 1850 
in a mighty anti-dynastic peasant rebellion wpich swept north
~anl from Kwangsi and_ establish~<{ its -i2_9wer for a~dod of 
~I even y~_'!:r§ __ g,. th_e Y ~gg_t~~- Valley. Beginning as a tiny 
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religious sect of neo-Christian "God-worshippe~s" who came 
into conflict with local authority in the south, the Taiping 
movement developed swiftly into a s?cial upheaval of the 
:first :f!lagnitude. All the discontented and rebellious of the 
land flocked to its standard. Ancient anti-Manchu secret 
societies, never entirely extinguished, came once more to life. 
Chinese intellectuals and members of the lesser gentry, dis
possessed from their land, weary of ManC'f!.u exactions, and 
angered by Manchu racial.discrimination, joined its leading 
ranks. In the flush of anti-Manchu sentim~nt, the queue, 
badge of subjection, was abolished and the old Ming costumes 
restored. But a~ve all and primariTy, tne great- rriasses of 
pauperized peasants, migrating artisans, !nd seekers of land, 
long in revolt against local officials; landlords, an<J.tax. collec
tors, gave the movement its flesh and blood and stamped it 
with the traditional features of the peasant uprisings which 
in the past had led to dynastic changes. 

Military successes were rapid and spectacular. Manchu 
authority was swept fro.n:t the pro_vinces oftlie south ·aiM the 
Yangtze Valley.:_ Taiping arr:!!ies rea~hed almost t-:9_ {h_e_g_ates 
of Peking. Hung Tsu1-chuen, the fanatically religious leader 
of the movement, assumed the title Tien Wang~ or Heavenly 
King1 and established his capitaf at""Narik1ng; At its height 
!he movement was chara~teriz~<!_Ey_ the inde_pend~nt seizure 
of land b_L_!he pea~a!lt§ m many places. This Funaamental 
'agrarian radicaf tendency was not supported at the top, 
·although its pressure produced unenforcea decrees for the 
destruction of land titles and plans for a collective sharing of 
landed property.15 Beside the w_a:rian_x_e£or.ms ~arried _c~ut 
by the peasants at thebase, it .is also a significant fact that wher
ever the Taiping regime was relatively stabilized not unsuc- -
cessful efforts were made to suppress the opium trade, check 
the silver drain, stimulate the internal market, standardize 
taxation, and increase agricultural productivity. It is a fact 
of utmost interest, for example, that during the Taiping period 
the export of silk from the Kiangsu districts to the coast 

· reached new high levels. The Taipings, if some accounts are 
to be believed, made repeated efforts to conciliate the foreigners 
on a basis of free exchange and suppression of the ruinous 
opium trade. Thus the Taiping Rebellion, primarily a peasant 
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war of the ~rimitive or traditional variety, also revealed 
tendeneies, neither too directly nor clearly, but unmistakably, 
toward a " normal " bourgeois development. 

The TaiJ?ing m_ovement carn.e i!_lto collision ~ith all the 
forces of privilege on the land and in the cities. The rebellion 
destroyed the authority and position of the old officiaJ_ class. 
The agrarian measures of the peasants brought them into direct 
conflict with the~nd-holding class as a whole and with the 
compradores and merchants who .. were so heavily involved in 
landed property through loans and mortgages. 'fhe " destruc
tiv~ess ~-tl~e Taiping~2: stat~s a _!}'J?ical " standard " history, 
n antagonized the influential classes. " 16 cfhe " influential " 
Chin_es_e c[ass.E_ were ranged -sOiidl_y on th~ ~ide of the 
~nchus. 0 • 

For the imperialists the Taipings represented in their earlier 
stages a possibly more satisfactory alternative to the Manchus 
as the rulers of China. The Christian character of the move
ment aroused a certain sympathy among the missionaries. 
The "'Taipings, moreover, gave some promise of stimulating 
trade and restoring the tranquillity which the Manchus were 
unable to preserve. Nevertheless, despite all these factors, 
the foreigners soon threw their full weight to the side of the 
Manchus. The opium trade, it must be remembered, was still 
the most lucrative division of the Chinese market for the 
foreigners. It corresponded to the need for continued 
primitive accumulation and laying up of balances which only 
at a later date would make the marketing of more legitimate 
commodities more profitable. The fact that the Taipings 
opposed the trade in the drug placed them in opposition to the 
immediate interests of the foreigners.I7 

The civil war provided the imperialists with an excellent 
opportunity for strengthening their grip and extending their 
economic and political positions. In I 854 foreign guns pre
vented the anti-Manchu Triads from capturing Shanghai and 
took advantage of the complete collapse of local authority 
to assume control of the customs administration18 and extend 
the domain of the foreign settlement. In 1858 French and 
British guns hammered away at the weakened Manchu 
forces in the north and forced the signature of new treaties 
fully satisfactory to foreign interests. The opium trade was 
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SEEDS OF REVOLT J 
legalized and the entire country was thrown <!pen to foreign 
penetration. With the signing of these treaties, the foreigners 
had a definite stake in the preservation of the existing regime. 
The subjugation of the Government was completed by the 
campaign of I 86o with its brutal sacking of the Summer 
Palace. Now a fully pliable instrument, the Dynasty became 
an asset definitely worth protecting. The 'faipings were 
transformed in the eyes of the foreigne~·" from possibly 
friendly successors to the Manchus into mere rebels who • interfered with the carrying out ofthe new ageeement."19 

The Taiping version of Christianity, no less reasonable, 
certainly, than otfter variations on the themes of Jesus, was 
promptly perceived to be the rankes~ blasphemy. The 
Christian General Gordon took t~ field with the fervour of 
a crusader and stopped at nothing, treachery i~cluded, to 
deal with the Taipings as Jehovah's chosen people dealt with 
the Amalekites and all the worshippers of Baal. British and 
French forces, throwing aside all formal pretence at " neutral
ity," intervened actively in the struggle with decisive ft:sults. 

, ' '!'he __ ba!tk for_j:be ....r>rc;:servatim:_L_Q.U.h~"-¥!:1J:.!Chu _py_nasty 
"was fought_ ancJ. won by t~2__Qhi!].ese_st~te_sJnen. Tseng, KuR_-fan, 
representative of the landed interests1. and Li Hung-chang, .. 
s'pokesrrian -and 1eM.er of jhe _n-ew 50m~rag()re -<]ass. - -nley 
organized and led the defence of the Dragon Throne and they 
in. ~urn s~c~~9e<:roJiif _:b_ecaus~J~miii_-m~~ and_}l_ayal 
forces swa~Ee([ tfie __ ill-_an~ed _ -~a!£in_gs l]efor~ who~ the 
Manchu troo.E~~~r-~ _heJpless. 
- !he final defeat ~nd ~~persal of !_he Taipings in I 865 took 
place when t~~v_q:n~~ -~a~ a)ready_jtself __ !!)J~rnally 
e~Iiausted. The ravages of the civil war, which cost heavily 
in lives and laid waste large sections of the land, dissipated the _ 

. resources of the peasant war. ':fh~ leader~ of the Tai.Jti_ng~J 
ttnovel?ent _were u11a.J::>lejo gjye a consistent T~a_C[ to the agranan /i 

fuovement which degenerated, inevitably, into partisan warfare 
and ban~i-~~Y· T~e_l~~c!ers_hjp-SJ2lit j_e!o W?rri_~ ~liq~es of 
hopeless adventurers. The _grea~ TaiJ?ing RebdliQn .. [;;tiled. 
and the status quo was preserved_beca:use_ there was no....__class 
in Chine~e society capable of kading,_ _t_b.~ SOl!_Qtry ouLQf its 
i!npasse. The weight of imperialism, stifling the free growth 
of China's own productive forces, at the same time made 
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forever impos~ible a repeti!i<?no~ 0e old cycle of p~t3.~ant 
war, dtl>solution, ~?d dy!l_astic__<:h'!-nge. 
·Here emerged the central contradiction around which the 

class struggle in China would hencefa"rth revolve. The very 
coming of foreign imperialism, the end of Chinese isolation, 

. and the appearance of the machine-made commodity on the 
.7. Chinese mark.et inexorably decreed the revolutionary trans
/' formation of Cht~se society. Once entrenched) imperialis!fi 

~hrew its weight into the balance fQI the perpetu_atiqn of all 
that was archai~ <!-nd retrograde in that society. Revolutionary 
'change for China now reg,uired the des_{rtJstion of tbe ~d 
system of land-holding and th~ release 6? pressure on the 
Tand. Im_E~!~ismo joined in propping up- the s~ay of the 
!andlorc!s, 0m~rch(lr!_ts.J. ~ne, _officials who kept the mass of 
peasants in bondage and who provided the channels for the 
flow of foreign commercial capital into the remotest hinterland. 
Solution of China's economic, social, and political problems 
urgently demanded the unity of the country to ensure the best 
possibie exploitation of its resources. The rivalries of the 
imperialist Powers perpetuated internal conflicts which under
mined the central authority by their unceasing exactions. 

C> 

Economic progress was contingent upon national independence. 
The maintenance of imperialist privilege demanded continued 
subjection. 

/ The Taipin_g Rebellion was the last attempt to respond to a 
need for change in the " traditional " Chinese manner. ).! 
failed because the path to that solution was cut off by the 
entirely new conditions created by the imperialist invasio11. 
Exhausted by twenty years of revolt and defeat, the Chinese 
masses had to await renewal in a new generation under entirely 

c.. new circumstances before they could again intervene. At the 
base of Chinese society in the ensuing period all the contradic
tions responsible for chronic mass poverty profoundly deepened. 
The concentration ofland continued. The flow of commodities 
and commercial capital into the villages broadened and gripped 
the lives of all toilers. Meanwhile, at the top of the social 
structure and in the developing urban centres, fundamental 
revisions were taking place, giving new form and new content 
to the struggle for China's future. 

From the struggle against the Taipings and other sporadic 
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revolts which lasted until r 88o, the Manchu D(nasty emerged 
a spent force. Having barely sustained the shocks of'tnternal 
rebellion, famines, and repeated natural disasters, it had again 
to face blows from without. In the face of a new imperialist 
offensive on the fringes of the Empire, it was helpless. France 
occupied Cambodia and Annam in the late '6o's and ''legal~ 
'ized ~ its acqu!sitions by a b_rief W(li ill I 8~-5· .. The next year 
13ritain added Burma to its Indian ~~i~· Across Asia on 
the northern frontier, Czarist Russia laid the course of a new 
railway and established in• North Manchurii its "sphere of 
influence." In these same years Japan, responding more 
unifiedly and mtft-e quickly to the imperialist impact, had 
razed most of its feudal structure and with the Meiji Restoration 
embarked upon its remarkable course of adaptation to Western 
modes of production and organization. It ;as already 
reaching across the narrow strip of sea, seeking a continental 
foothold. In r8g4 the new island Power inflicteda_humiliating 
defeat upon its age~~and hitherto venerated neighbour. The 
amputation of Korea a.n<;!_t!?-e estal;>lishment of Japanese influ
·ence !n South Manchuria was th~ _signal for a new scramble 
among the Powers for tt:r!itories and concess!ons. Buffeted 
and helpless, the Imperial Court signed treaty after treaty. 
The dismemberment of China and the absorption of its 
several parts into the colonial empires of the Western nations 
seemed imminent. 

.. 

Renewed imperialist pressure, however, brought to life new 
movements of reform and revolution quite different in character 
and class origin from the great mass revolts of the mid-nine
teenth century. These new agencies of change developed in 
the upper strata of Chinese society. Foreign pressure had 
hammered the Chinese ruling class into a shape fitting imperial- _ 
ist requirements and foreign privilege closed most doors to 
native capitalist development. Nevertheless, the accumulation 
of wealth by this class could not fail in the nature of things to 
stimulate efforts to compete with the foreigners on their own 
ground. Imperialism had destroyed the old economic base. 
It could hinder but not entirely prevent the erection of a 
new one. Li Hung-chang, compradore-in-chief, himself 
initiated the -first independent Chinese capitalist enterprises. 
The first rice-cleaning mill was built in Shanghai in r863 . 
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The Kiangnan ship-yard was established in r865. Seven 
years l:fter the China Merchants Steam Navigation Company 
was organized to compete with the foreign monopoly in 
coastal and river shipping. The next year the first modern 
silk filature was built, and in 1876 the first railway, a twelve
mile span from Shanghai to Woosung, came to confound the 
spirits of the ~cestors of frightened peasants. A modern coal 
mine began operfrtions at Kaiping in r 878, and in r 8go the 
first cotton spinning and weaving.mill was built at Shanghai 
and the first iw:mworks at Wuchang. Match factories and 
flour mills had followed by I 8g6. The industrialization of 
China had begun. 2o ~ 

China's trade pos~ion, especially in cotton and cotton goods, 
visibly imwoved during tl!is same period. An unfavourable 
balance in raw cotton was transformed into an export excess 
in I 888. The export of native woven cotton cloth, which had 
dropped almost to zero after I 833, recovered ground after 
I868, rising from 238 piculs* that year to 30,IOO piculs in I goo, 
the sHarpest rise occurring after I 883, although the import of 
manufactured cotton goods enjoyed at the same time an unin
terrupted growth. 21 With the initial development of industry 
and the relative improvement in trade, transport, communica
tions, and banking facilities were developed, although at a 
slower pace. A modern postal system came into existence in 
I 878. A telegraph line was laid between Shanghai and Tient
sin in I 88 I . The Commercial Bank of China was organized 
in I 8g6 with all-Chinese capital. Other lines, other banks, 
soon followed in increasing numbers. 

From the outset, Chinese capital fought a losing battle 
against foreign competition. The Treaty of Shimonoseki 

~ which concluded the Sino-Japanese War in r8g5 established 
the right of foreigners to build industrial plants in China, and 
enterprises quickly sprang up to enjoy the benefits of cheap and 
plentiful Chinese labour. The superior technical equipment 
and knowledge of the foreigners, the economic and political 
privileges enjoyed by them, placed their Chinese rivals at an 
immediate disadvantage. In addition to being subject to 
technical limitations and tax burdens from which the foreigners 
were free, the Chinese were dependent upon the foreign market 

0 

* I picul equals 133! lbs. 

14 



' ~ SEEDS OF REVOLT 

for credit facilities, machinery, and the great variety of manu-
factured commodities which China could not yet produc~. The 
budding Chinese industrialists tried to overcome these dis
advantages through the more intensive exploitation of labour. 
But it was not long before the desire to create more favourable 
conditions for the operations of Chinese capital forced its way 
into the political arena in the form of agitation fa.r changes in a 
regime that no longer corresponded to th~ needs of newly
growing economic interests .• 

In the period following the defeat of the Ta~ing Rebellion, 
Li Hung-chang ~onsored a series of meagre attempts to 
modernize the reg1me. Initiating new industrial enterprises 
on the one hand, Li also introduced t~e beginnings of a 
modern army and navy, urged changes in the school., and sent 
student groups abroad to acquire for China the secrets of 
Western economic and political power. His efforts were cut 
short, however, by the Japanese War. The defeat, the loss 
of territory, and the new drive of the Powers which followed 
brought new political tendencies to the surface. Quicker, 
more drastic changes were sought. 

Two distinct currents domin_ated~ Chine~olitic~l_l_if~ after 
18'g5. The first hoped to reform t_he Dynas~y and "!:dapt it 
to the new reg_uireme~t~. It dreamed of an emperor who would 
play the role of Peter the Great, and of a Government that 
would resemble England's constitutional monarchy. The 
second advocated the overthrow of the_ Manchu Dynasty and 
tlie estaollshme!J._L_of a Q_hii1eSe _r<:.rmblicalon,g, Aii_ler~an or 
french lines. Entering upon the final period of its decline, 
the Manchu rulers gave way gradually before the reformers. 
By submitting to changes entirely incompatible with its own 
essential structure, the Dynasty hastened i_ts ~yentl!_al ab<;lication 
in favour of the revolutionists. 
' The reformers began byrevising Confucius. They daringly 
represented him, not as -the· classic defender of the status quo, 
but as a progressive liberal. Into the old channels of Chinese 
social, political, and ecOriOinic conceptions, they tried to pour 
the ideas of Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, Herbert Spencer, 
and Thomas Huxley, whose works began to appear in Chinese 
translations. They profoundly believed that the nation could 
be transformed by imperial rescript and thought their cause 
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won when in I 8g8 they gained the ear of the young Emperor 
Kwang Hsu and launched the famous "Hundred Days" of 
reform. A series of sweeping decrees were issued to replace 
the archaic government of the Manchus with a modern state 
instrument. They called for the establishment of schools, 
election machinery, the elimination of tax abuses and official 
corruption. They ordered state aid to industry and agriculture 
and the democ~ization of the regime. Unhappily for the 
zeal of the reformers, the stream pf new ideas that flowed out 
of the austere cgates of the Forbidden City swirled only into 
the moat and there stagnated. To the old mandarins and 
magistrates it seemed that the Emperor ha"ff gone mad, for his 
orders seemed desi~ned to strip them of all the perquisites of 
office and0to destroy all tlte institutions canonized by centuries 
of usage. Edict after edict begged that the Imperial will be 
obeyed, but it seemed doubtful whether that will any longer 
enjoyed the sanction of Heaven. These doubts were swiftly 
confirmed at the Imperial Court itself where resistance to 
the reforms crystallized around the Empress Dowager. In 
September, I 8g8, she imprisoned her nephew and with a few 
strokes of her brush effaced all the reforms he had sponsored. 
Some of his advisers she executed. Others, including Kang 
Yu-wei and Liang Chi-chao, barely escaped into exile with their { 
lives. These intellectuals had attempted during the" Hundred 
Days " to adapt the Manchu regime to Western ideas by 
working from the top down. The Chinese bourgeoisie was too 
immature, its economic base still too narrow and its interests 
still too divided, to impose its influence more aggressively 
upon the march of events. So the bourgeois intellectuals who 
sought reforms placed their reliance in an enlightened monarch. 
Unfortunately the "Imperial will" proved imp"otent as an 
instrument of social change. The Emperor only personified 
his own State apparatus. When he commanded it to destroy 
itself, it is not strange that it stolidly resisted. Against the 
inertia of the mandarinate, the reformers were helpless.22 

The conservative Manchu bureaucracy could check the thin 
trickle of reforms supported only by a few individuals, but it 
could not resist the powerful and varied factors that were 
encompassing its doom. It was staggered by blow after blow 
from the imperialists. The closing years of the century were 
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marked by the exaction of territorial, trade, and railway 
concessions by one Power after another. 23 Within the country 
the destruction of the old handicraft economy, the high cost 
of living, new floods and droughts, led to the rise of a new 
primitive mass revolt, this time in the northern provinces 
where ancient secret societies revived and flourished and turned 
the wrath of an outraged people against all t~ foreign bar
barians, Manchu and Western alike. Recoili~ from the reform 
movement, the Manchu bu~eaucracy, headed by the Empress 
Dowager, fell back on the dangerous expedien4P of turning this 
mass revolt against itself into a whip with which to lash the 
hated foreigners. 't>pen official support was given to the I Ho 
Chuan (Fists for the Protection of Public aace), the insurgent 
society known to the foreigners <fs "Boxers." The rebels 
changed their slogan from" Down with the Manchus ! Protect 
the Chinese ! " to "Down with the Foreigners ! Long Live 
the Imperial Dynasty ! "24 

Only disaster could follow. The fierce, primitive local 
uprisings were crushed by foreign arms and shattering pen•alties 
were imposed upon China by the victors, including an indem
nity of U.S. S35o,ooo,ooo and sweeping military advantages 
under the Boxer Protocol of Igor. In the ensuing years China 
became the helpless spectator and victim of the rivalries and 
conflicts among the Powers. The fate of railways, of conces
sions, and of whole Chinese provinces was decided in European 
chancelleries. Control of Manchuria and Korea was deter
mined by a war fought across Chinese territory by Russia and 
Japan and settled by a treaty which freely bartered Chinese 
possessions without consulting the Chinese Government. The 
Manchu Court no longer spoke for any effective section of 
the Chinese population, nor could it offer any resistance to the • 
gradual destruction of its sovereignty. 

From hopes in reform the Chinese intelligentsia turned to 
propaganda for revolution. The realization that the Dynasty 
had outlived itself took firm root. Students and intellectuals 
turned their backs on Kang Yu-wei and began to listen more 
closely to the voice of another exile, Sun Yat-sen. 

Sun had been among those who in 1895 had addressed 
reform memorials to the Emperor. His political development, 
however, was the product of currents different from those 
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which influenced the more prominent reformers of that day. 
Born in a village near Canton the year after the final suppres
sion of the Taiping Rebellion, Sun in his early manhood came 
into contact with underground radicals steeped in the Taiping 
tradition of armed revolt. Sent as a youth to Honolulu, he 
became a Christian and along with the Holy Writ absorbed 
American noti,pns of democracy. At the very beginning of his 
political career, ~m took the road of conspiratorial organiza
tion of the overthrow of the mollJtrchy. His first attempt in 
1895 failed and <bun went into foreign exile, seeking and winning 
support among overseas Chinese for his revolutionary 

~ programme. 
Sun's connectio~ with overseas Chinese were of decisive 

importance for the courst: of the first Chinese Revolution. 
Chinese capitalism at home suffered from all the disabilities 
of foreign competition and the organic link between urban 
Chinese capital and semi-feudal exploitation on the land. 
Hindering independent capitalist development, these factors 
also prevented the emergence of any strong, clear-cut bourgeois 
nationalist revolutionary movement. Chinese overseas, how
ever, in the Indies, the South Seas, in Europe, and the United 
States, labourers and merchants, came into direct contact 
with modern democracy. The strong protection afforded 
foreign nationals in China contrasted sharply with the defence
lessness of overseas Chinese in the face of racial discrimination 
and abuse. Among them a strong Nationalist sentiment took 
form long before it developed in China itself. Powerful racial, 
family, and traditional ties bound these emigrants to their 
native land and from them came the first financial and moral 
support for the revolutionary movement. It is interesting that 
only a few of the more wealthy overseas Chinese joined in the 
struggle for a strong and independent Chinese republic. 
Most of the money Sun raised came in small sums from con
tract workers and small merchants who proved ready before 
anyone else to support Sun's programme. 

This programme, focussed on the idea of overthrowing the 
monarchy by military conspiracy, attracted large sections of 
the disillusioned reformers and most of the new generation of 
students, especially those who flocked to Japan after 1895 
and in much greater numbers after xgoo. In China, the move-
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ment forged links with the secret societies. The new elements 
from the intelligentsia of town and country gave these organiza
tions a Nationalist and Democratic coloration they had never 
before possessed. Students who went abroad and returned 
bulging with new ideas and radical fervour found recruits 
everywhere. Discontent with the existing order of things grew. 
Democratic and Nationalist ideas made head»'ay. Russia's 
1905 revolution made an impression on the Ctfi'nese intellectuals 
and had a very specific inflllence in driving the Court toward 
concessions.25 Chinese merchants and capitalists began to 
assert themselves more boldly. Nothing showed this more 
clearly than the O'oycotts against the United States in 1905 
and against japan in 1908. • 

These movements took on a hroad, popular .character. 
They were supported by the merchant guilds and the newly
grown popular press. The use of the economic weapon in 
China against the abusive attitude of Americans toward 
Chinese in the lJ nited States revealed the rise of a new spirit of 
confidence and· solidarity among the merchants and 1:letfy 
capitalists. The c:::tmpaign tightened the bonds between the 
Chinese in the United States and those at home. It helped 
break down sectional barriers. The boycott was strongest in 
Canton, most of the Chinese in America being Cantonese, 
but it was accompanied by demonstrations and boycott 
activities in Singapore, Shanghai, and Tientsin. Perhaps most 
significant was the conduct of the boycott in open defiance 
of imperial authority which had, in response to American 
diplomatic pressure, issued an edict against the boycott. 
The anti-Japanese boycott in 1908 was even more specifically 
anti-Government in character. It arose from the cringing 
submission of the Chinese authorities to Japan in connection 
with a shipping incident. Merchants ·burned Japanese 
merchandise and workers at the docks refused to unload from 
Japanese vessels, perhaps the first direct participation of 
Chinese workers in the anti-imperialist struggle of the present 
century. 26 

One of the demands that arose in connection with the anti
American boycott had been for the cancellation of the con
cession granted to an American firm for the construction of the 
Canton-Hankow Railway. It was around the issue of railway 
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concessions that opposition to the Imperial Court now 
developed among the wealthy provincial merchants and gentry. 
Plans for the construction of railways linking Canton, Hank ow, 
Changsha, and Chengtu had already been drawn up and 
companies had been established with Chinese capital to carry 
the plans through. The Peking Government, now a com
pradore instrq,ment which found the game of granting conces
sions to foreign'9.nterests extremely profitable, used foreign 
money to buy up Chinese holding,<; already invested in various 
railway schemes in order to turn over the projects to the 
foreigners. Resistance to this flared among the incipient 
railway magnates, especially in Hunan, Hupeh, and Szechwan. 
The underground !'evolutionary societies27 made broad agita
tional use0 of the issue whkh helped to identify the Manchu 
regime with the hated foreign exploiter and rival. This drew 
new strata of the upper classes into the struggle against the 
monarchy. It was an outbreak over precisely this issue, in 
Szechwan, which finally provoked open rebellion. 
· The threat of utter collapse was present during the whole 

last decade of the Dynasty's existence. It was put off only by 
surrender to the pressure for reforms, .'l'he Empress Dowager 
and her advisers were compelled to realize that the growing 
critical unrest after the Boxer episode had to be met by com
promise. It was a question, it seemed, of giving in or going 
down. In rgo6 the Manchu Court, absolute ruler of the 
Celestial Empire for nearly three hundred years, grudgingly 
recognized the " principle " of constitutional government. 
After this initial dilution, the birthright of the emperors was 
gradually watered down. The Dynasty was already doomed 
when its last vigorous representative disappeared from the 

> scene. The Empress Dowager died at the end of rgo8. With 
her to the grave went the imprisoned Emperor Kwang Hsu. 
Her oldest advisers soon followed. On the Dragon Throne 
sat the three-year-old Emperor Hsuan Tung.* A foolish and 
incompetent man reigned as regent. The Court degenerated 
into a swamp of petty nepotism and clique rivalries. Paper 
reforms, more numerous but more niggardly and unreal, 
were admitted. In rgro provincial viceregal assemblies, 

* Otherwise known as Henry Pu Yi, destined to become Emperor Kang Teh 
of Japan's puppet State, Manchukuo. 
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closely resembling the zemstvos under the Czfr in Russia, 
came into existence as a result of rigorously limited" po}1\llar" 
elections. 28 These had only the right to debate, and to debate 
only certain topics prescribed by the Throne. But even these 
carefully hand-picked " long-gowned " assemblies came into 
conflict with the Court. They urged that a broader, more 
responsible government would alone preserve the monarchy. 
Delegates of the provincial assemblies join'@t't in a national 
body in Peking and over Court resistance tried desperately to 
hasten parliamentary reform.• Formal changes ~ere introduced 
but the hand of the old regime, still heavy upon the new bodies, 

~
educed them to lrDpeless fictions. The assembly, composed 

of imperial appointees and eminently safe friends of the viceroys, 
ried to drag the monarchy behind tit to the illusor~ salvation 

summed 11p in. the magic word "parliament." While they 
wrangled, revolution overtook them and the Court they hoped 
to save. 

A local outbreak against the imperial officials in Szechwan 
in September, I9l I, was followed in October by the revmt crf 
the garrison at Wuchang. When imperial troops stationed at 
Lanchow refused to march against the rebels, the days of 
Manchu rule were at long last numbered. While the revolt 
spread, the Court abjectly offered to surrender all claims to 
authority in return for the semblance of rule. But it was too 
late. The Empire crumbled and fell. With it went the 
" national assembly " whose banner it had tried feebly to 

~ wave in the face of an unalterable destiny. 
~ Internal corrosion had already reduced the Dynasty to a 

cipher. Only a tiny push was neem-erase tt. ""The r-evolu
ilo.n of I_9I I generat;ed only enougn energy to produce tTilsiiny 
push, no more. From it emerged no class capable oF directing 
!he transformatio~- of~th~ country~-caJ?~Ie.o(_so!yirig the 
agrarian crisis and of regaining the national independence 
which alone could protect China from the continued in-cursions 

__ and pressure of th~ [mpeyi_<l]ist Powers. The identi!y- of the 
rl Chinese bourgeoisie with the semi-feudal interests on the land 

predetermined its inability to lead the impoverished peasantry 
out ofits difliculties. Nor we]'e the revolutionists oflgi I driven 
even to make the attempt. The masses of the peasantry 
played no role in the overthrow of the Dynasty. Their 
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passivity m~e it possible for the old provincial military and 
civili<m apparatus to preserve the status quo minus only the 
dynastic label and the queues imposed upon the people as a 
badge of subjection by the Manchu conquerors. 

With the disappearance of nominal central authority, 
power passed into the hands of provincial or regional satraps 
committed to the preservation of the whole existing exploitative 
system. Throt:rlh them the foreign stranglehold on the 
country's economic and political life was tightened. The 
regional powebS that came into ~xistence corresponded in the 
main to the respective " spheres of influence " of the Great 
Powers. Militarists in Yunnan and southern Kwangsi drew 
sustenance and SClpport from France. The river valley~ 
economically controlled !Jy Hong Kong and Shanghai passe 
more deffnitely under British influence. The north, becam 
largely Japan's special domain. The civil wars that soon broke 
out among these rival Governments came to reflect, primarily, 
the conflicts among the principal imperialist Powers jockeying 
for 2ey economic positions. It is this fact which distinguishes 
the post-191 I period from similar periods of division, civil 
wars, and confusion following the collapse of earlier 
Dynasties. 

The bourgeois intellectuals who had participated in the 
revolution proved helpless as these new divisions unfolded and 
took form. Their strategy in the fight against the Dynasty 
had never been able to acquire the form of an authentic 
popular movement because of the economic immaturity and 
political impotence of the class they represented. The preserva- ~ 
tion of its interests on the land meant the preservation of all 
that was backward in rural China, the feudal family system, 
illiteracy, superstition, of everything on which the old system 
rested. Its interests in the city were subordinated, and there
fore subjected, to foreign capital. The struggle of the bourgeois 
intellectuals therefore took the form of military conspiracies 
which always failed. The downfall of the monarchy had 
occurred almost independently of their efforts. Afterwards 
they became mere appendages of the militarists who seized 
power. The parliaments and constitutions they elaborated 
were not organs of actual political control, but window-dressing 
tolerated or utilized at will by the militarists they depended 
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upon for protection. Thus Sun Yat-sen, who h~ returned to 
China in triumph and had been elected first president-of the 
Chinese Republic, was quickly compelled to give way to 
Yuan Shih-kai, a general of the old regime who took command 
in Peking. 

Those intellectuals who did not become secretaries or job
holders under illiterate generals fell away from the movement 
into passivity and apathy. Sun Yat-sen andM!tremains of his 
party, the Kuomintang, fell prey to parliamentary cretinism, 
inscribing the slogan : " Protect the Constitption " on the 
party banner. But the only protection they sought was in the 
camp of one set cf generals pitted against another. At this 
game they lost with consistent regularity. • Only the generals 
won. • 

The overturn of the monarchy, itself a progresrlve act of 
immense historical importance, seemed to have brought the 
country from bad to worse. The civil wars and the reign of the 
generals deepened the misery in the country-side. Exactions 
increased. Land was laid waste. Agricultural produ.tiOfl 
declined. China was compelled to begin importing rice and 
wheat. Famines and unchecked disasters took heavy tolls in 
human life. Minions of peasants, driven off the land, swelled 
the hordes of the militarist armies or took to banditry. Harsh 
taxation and militarist requisitions hastened the destruction 
of Chinese rural economy and condemned the overwhelming 
majority of the population to chronic starvation. Domestic 
industry could not, and seemingly never would, absorb the 
large labour surplus. But it was precisely in this sphere that 
swift and sudden changes began to occur as a direct result of 
the Great War. 

The War absorbed the undivided attention and the full 
industrial output of all the nations involved. Native Chinese 
producers unexpectedly found themselves with a great market 
open before them in their own country under conditions 
temporarily relieved of the constant pressure of foreign capital. 
Thanks to the War demands, China's unfavourable trade 
balance dropped abruptly to record depths, amounting to only 
Tis. r6,ooo,ooo in 1919, with exports rising sharply. Taking 
1913 as roo, imports were 91 ·6 in 1914 and I05'9 in 1919. 
Exports rose from 83·8 in 1914 to 140·1 in 1919. In effect 
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imports rem~ined nearly stationary for the War years, giving 
the e~ort trade a chance to leap forward. 2 9 

Far more spectacular was the spurt of industrial growth 
made possible by the breathing space of the War. Imports 
of industrial machinery rose from Tis. 4,380,749 in I9I5 to 
Tis. 56,5 78,535 in I 92 I. Cotton mills increased from 42 in 
I9I6 to I2o in I923, spindles from I,I45,ooo to 3,55o,ooo. 
Silk filatures robfrom 56 in I9I5 to 93 in I927. Four cigarette 
factories in I 9 I 5 grew to I 82 by I 92 7. 30 If we take the year 
I9I3 as Ioo, 'jFe have the follo~ing indices for I923 : coal 
production, I83·5 ; iron ore production, r8o·6; silk exports, 
I52'3 ; bean oil exports, 432·5 ; cotton spindles, 403·9. At 
the same time there were smaller but appreciable increases in 
transport and shipping. 31 • 

This gr~wth was accompanied by extensive alterations in the 
Chinese business structure. Corporate forms were adopted. 
Banking facilities were expanded. As machines replaced 
handicraft production in swiftly increasing measure, the old 
master-journeyman-apprentice relationship gave way in deci
sive economic sectors to the stockholder-manager-worker 
relationship. 

This rise of productive forces brought aspiring Chinese 
capital automatically into collision with entrenched foreign 
interests and the existing structure of foreign economic and 
political privilege. It also brought the new class of workers 
into conflict with their employers, foreign and Chinese alike. 
From these new springs flowed fresh Nationalist currents 
which swept China into the upheavals of the next decade. 
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CHAPTER II 

PROBLEMS OF THE CHINESE RE'fOLUTION 

• 

Social change came belatedly to China. ~hat is why it 
is to-day a land of such deeply chiselled contrasts. It is 

forced by the pull of a whole world system to make the leap 
from wooden plough to tractor, from pala~quiri to aeroplane. 
Imperialism forced the Celestial Empire to find its ~lace in a 
terrestrial world that had already advanced far beyond it, 
economically, culturally, and politically. For China there 
was no gradual grade to ascend nor the opportunity to pass 
through the historical stages of development the rest of the 
world had already left behind. To come abreast it had to 
take a mighty leap forward. The West had taken centuries 
to make the changes China had to make in a few decades. 
This wrench could not occur without the most profound con
vulsions. Hence the turmoil, the speed, the scope, the depth, 
the explosive character of events in China during the last 
thirty years. 

To lift itself to the material and cultural plane the new times 
so imperiously demanded, China had not only to break 
sharply with its own past. It had to transform its present. 
Old fetters and new both had to be sundered. hnperialist 
penetration introduced the most modern of techniques in prod uc
tion, transport, communications, and finance, the instruments 
of modern capitalism. Yet by adapting to its own uses the 
merchants, the landlords, the officials, and the militarists, 
imperialism helped to perpetuate the pre-capitalist forms of 
Chinese social organization. Foreign-built factories, foreign
built railroads, were used to extract super-profits out of the 
backwardness that still prevailed in China as a whole. By 
commanding all the strategic positions in Chinese economy and 
drawing off its tribute for the benefit of investors abroad, 
imperialism stifled the " normal " or independent development 
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of China's resources in the interest of a raised standard ofliving 
for tM Chinese people. If the Chinese people were to be lifted 
from privation to the beginnings of plenty, productive forces 
had to be freed of all that fettered them. Land had to be 
restored to those who tilled it and the imperialist grip on 
Chinese economic life had to be broken. These were the 
inseparable elements of the problems of the Chinese revolution. 
Their solutio~o be sure, could not be envisaged within 
China's national framework alone. In modern conditions of 
world economy, the problems ot one nation could no longer 
be divorced from the problems of the world as a whole. In 
China, in the most immediate sense, the nature of its historic 
tasks brought' the+r solution into direct collision with the 
imperialisJ Powers. Thi~ dictated at once the international 
character of Chinese social and political conflicts. Reorganiza
tion of Chinese society could be only a factor in the economic 
and social reorganization of the whole world. At the same time 
China had now become part of this world, a gigantic element 
i'h tile activity, the calculations, and the conflicts of opposing 
forces on a world scale. The development and ultimate solu
tion of China's internal crisis could not fail to exert an 
important, and perhaps a decisive, influence far beyond its 
own borders. 

No radical revision in Chinese economic life could even be 
contemplated if in the first instance the revolution did not 
restore to the peasant the land and the product of his toil. 
Only in this way would the old land-holding system be 
destroyed. Without this indispensable first step, the eventual 
transformation of rural economy and the growth of agricultural 
productivity in new forms and by new methods were unthink
able. More than three-quarters of China's population, or 
more than 30o,ooo,ooo people, depend upon the land for their 
livelihood. The problem of these millions is the problem of 
China. Their poverty is China's poverty. In the release of 
the gigantic productive energies of this great mass of people 
alone lies the hope for China's future. To-day they are 
pauperized by a social system that takes from them the 
produce they wring from the land as well as the land itse;lf and 
gjves them nothing in return. - .' , . • 

Chinese rural economy is characterized by the following 
0 
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and 8z·8 per cent leased. The average area owned by ~poor 
peasant family was found to be ·87 mow and the average area 
cultivated, including leased land, 5'7 mow. The number of 
mow necessary to provide the bare&{ subsistence for a peasant 
family was found, in different districts, to vary between six 
and ten and double that many for tenant farmers. 

This extreme concentration of ownership iyhe land came 
about partially through the gradual alienation of the once 
considerable ~tate, temple. or community lands and the 
conversion of the large collective holdings of~he rural clans 
into the virtual private property of small groups of powerful 
clan leaders. The steady decline in agricultural production 
and increasing weight of the burden plac~d on the peasant's 
shoulders soon lost him what land he had left. Not ~11 his skill 
on his tiny plot of ground could meet the scientific advances 
made elsewhere in agriculture or provide him with means to 
deal with the decreasing productivity of his land. China's 
chief commercial crops, tea and silk, surrendered their 
positions in the world market because better products were 
more efficiently produced by more modern competitors. 5 

The backwardness of the country as a whole, the lack of 
communications adequate to meet the demands of the modern 
market, the primitiveness of the peasant's methods, combined to 
ruin the agricultural producer as soon as the penetration of 
commercial capital into the deepest hinterland and with it the 
influx of cheap manufactured commodities brought an end 
to his old self-sufficiency. He had to produce for sale in order 
to exist, yet the smallness of his land and the primitive character 
of his farming proved an impassable bar to doing this success
fully. He not only could not produce enough to provide his 
needed surplus, but had to go into debt, for fertilizer, for food 
to tide him over until the harvest, for seed, for the rent and use 
of implements. For these he mortgaged his land, at rates never 
lower than 30 per cent and more often 6o, 70, 8o per cent and 
even higher. The crushing burden of taxes and the rapacious 
extortions of the militarists who came to rule over him drove 
him more deeply into debt and placed him and his land at the 
mercy of the usurer and the tax collector. 6 He was fleeced at 
will by the merchant because he could not ship his tiny crop 
to more distant markets and hope for a return. Crops were 
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freely ~ornered and prices manipulated. Invariably new debts 
and not a surplus became the result of the season's toil. They 
followed him into the next year and unto the next generation. 
Losing his land, he became a tenant. To the landlord he had 
to surrender 40 to 70 per cent of his crop and a substantial 
additional percentage in special dues, gifts, ·and obligations 
borne through JJle centuries from the dim feudal past, including 
the duty of free 9abour on special occasions fixed by ancient 
tradition. Famines, floods, and droughts, against which he 
was defenceless~ cost him his crop, his land, if he had any, his 
family, and most often his life. Even in the best years, however, 
he lived on the slimmest borderline of starvation. He was little 
better than a bond~d slave to the landlord, the tax collector, 
the merchant, and the usurer. 

This process, in its manifold aspects, plunged the great mass 
of the peasantry into chronic, unrelieved pauperism. Millions 
driven off the land begged, starved, took to banditry, or swelled 
the armies of the war lords. From the south they streamed 
abroad, to the Americas, to Malaya, and to the. Indies. From 
the north t~ey emigrated to the undeveloped lands of Man
churia. Millions clogged the cities and towns on the rivers and 
on the seaboard, an inexhaustible source of cheap man-power 
that the new industries could not absorb. Their labour was 
still cheaper than that of animals, and throughout the length 
and breadth of China men did the work of beasts of burden. 
More and more land was left untilled. China, one of the 
greatest of agricultural countries, was compelled to begin 
importing foodstuffs in steadily increasing measure. 7 The 
internal and external markets entered upon a disastrous decline. 
The whole economic structure rotted at its core. 

o These conditions meant that the release of the land for more 
productive use (and this meant the release of the peasant from 
his burdens) had become the indispensable first step in any 
effort to revive and revitalize Chinese economy. This could 
be realized, however, only if the economy of the country as a 
whole were at the same time freed to develop and co-ordinate 
the nation's resources in accordance with its needs. This it 
would never be so l<;mg as existing imperialist economic and 
political privileges remained intact. Foreign capital occupied 
dominant positions in all the basic economic sectors, sucking 

0 30 



PROBLEMS OF TilE ClllNESE REVOLUTION 

the country leech-like of its resources. It owned nearly. half 
the cotton industry, China's largest. It owned a third of the 
railways outright and held a paralysing mortgage on the rest. 
It owned and operated more than half the shipping in Chinese 
waters and carried in its own bottoms nearly 8o per cent of 
China's foreign and coastal trade. Favoured by their technical 
superiority and their political and economic _privileges, the 
imperialists subjected China to a steady drain.• The country's 
adverse trade balance accumulated between 1912 and 1924 
to the staggering total of $ r ,soo,ooo,ooo, * which "'as more than 
doubled in the subsequent decade. Between 1902 and 1914 

· foreign investments doubled and doubled again in the ensuing 
fifteen years, reaching an estimated total M $3,30o,ooo,ooo. 
More than four-fifths of it was directly invested in .transport 
and industrial enterprises and the rest in loans which converted 
Chinese Governments into docile tools of the imperialists 
and gave the latter a strangling grip on the nation's internal 
and external revenues. 8 

To regain control of its own productive forces, China had 
to recapture this lost ground. It had to unify itself by cutting 
across the sectional rivalries perpetuated by the imperialist
supported war lords in the foreign " spheres of influence." 
Only in this way could internal peace be restored, the incubus 
of militarism removed, the infernal market expanded and 
developed. Only in this way could Chinese industry become 
the basis for a raised standard of living for the whole people. 
To solve the impasse on the land, China had to free itself 
from imperialism. To free itself from imperialism it had to 
galvanize the great masses of the peasantry by offering them 
hope of release from their intolerable burdens. An anti
imperialist movement that inscribed the slogans of agrarian 
revolt on its banners alongside those of national liberation 
would alone find the strength to bring imperialism to heel. 

How and by whom could this be done ? The answer 
resolves itself automatically into an estimate of class forces 
and relationships, for each section of the population stood in 
distinct and different relation to the land and to imperialism. 
Each would necessarily take the road of political struggle with 
different objectives in view. The peasantry, comprising the 

* Calculated in U.S. dollars at par. 
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great majority ofthe petty bourgeoisie, as history has abundantly 
prov~d, cannot function independently in the political arena. 
It is deeply cleft into layers with sharply conflicting economic 
interests. It is the most scattered and the most backward 
section of the population. It is localized and limited, economi
cally and psychologically. For these reasons the village has 
always followt,d the town. The peasantry has always been 
subject to the Ylrban class able to centralize, weld, control, 
and command. Without the q:ntripetal force of the city, 
around whiclf rural economy must inevitably revolve, the 
peasant is helpless, especially the poorest peasant, the most 
exploited and the nearest to the soil. His own attempts to 
better his own lot, fvithout the aid or in defiance of the dominant 
city clas1'o have invariabty taken the form of isolated acts of 
violence without permanent issue. 

This was true of Russia and is especially true of China, a 
vast land of impoverished millions, darkened by illiteracy 
and superstition, so divided sectionally that customs, habits, 
and. the spoken language differ sharply from province to 
province, from town to town and even from village to village. 
China's great peasant wars had invariably ended in a re
stratification within the peasantry, for the revolting peasants 
were always taken in tow by a section of the ruling class that 
sought not a new society but a new Dynasty. When the fighting 
was done, a new emperor sat on the Dragon Throne and the 
landlords rose anew. Only an urban ally capable of trans
forming all social relations, of destroying the old State in its 
entirety and erecting a new one on its ruins, could release the 
peasantry from this vicious historical circle, free it from its own 
exploiting minority in the country-side, and help it bridge the 
cultural gap separating town and country. 

In Europe the bourgeois revolutions of two and three 
centuries ago had played this historic role. The rising capitalists 
had to extend the rights of bourgeois property to the land and 
free labour from serfdom for the wage slavery of the newly
rising industrial system. The most radical sections of the petty 
bourgeoisie came forward to help the peasantry break the bonds 
with which feudalism kept it chained to the soil and laid the 
foundations of strong national bourgeois states. In China of 
the twentieth century a different social pattern forced different 
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solutions. The bourgeoisie could not liberate the peasantry 
because, as a result of the peculiar conditions and the berated
ness of its growth, it was the bourgeoisie that directly exploited 
the peasantry. It has already been shown how the bourgeoisie 
rose, not as a distinctly urban grouping, but out of the old 
ruling classes and how it remained bound by a thousand ties 
to the pre-capitalist or semi-feudal system of exploitation on the 
land in which it directly participated. Tfte peasant was 
subject to the depredations. of landlord, usurer, merchant, 
banker, war lord, tax-collector, and local officials. The interests 
of these exploiters fused and became the interlaced interests 
of the ruling class as a whole. Not uncommonly, the collector 
of rent, ofinterest, offeudal dues, and ofta~s was one and the 
same person. • • 

" Quite unlike the landlords in France sous l'ancien regime, 
the landlords in China are often quadrilateral beings," wrote 
Professor Chen Han-seng. " They are rent collectors, 
merchants, usurers, and administrative officers. Many land
lord-usurers are becoming landlord-merchants ; many la'Tnr
lord-merchants are turning themselves into landlord-merchant
politicians. At the same time many merchants and politicians 
become also landlords. Landlords often possess breweries, 
oil mills, and grain magazines. On the other hand, the owners 
of warehouses and groceries are mortgagees ofland, and eventu
ally its lords. It is a well-known fact that pawnshops and 
business stores of the landlords are in one way or another 
affiliated with banks of military and civil authorities. . .. 
While some big landlords practise usury as their chief profes
sions, nearly all of them have something to do with it. Again, 
many landlords are military and civil officers." 9 

This is the real physiognomy of the Chinese ruling class 
and of the system of exploitation that grinds the peasant. 
The fundamental relations that govern it are bourgeois in 
character. Feudalism, in its classic form, disappeared from 
China many centuries ago when land, the basic means of 
production, became alienable. The penetration of com
mercial capital into the village established there essentially 
bourgeois forms of exploitation within an economic structure that 
retained many of its pre-capitalist features. The bourgeois of 
to-day, the landlord-merchant-banker-politician-tax collector, 
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derives his income from usury, market speculation, land mort
gages, State taxes, and ground rent. Himself a product of 
the backwardness of Chinese economy, he also benefits, to no 
small degree, from the pre-capitalist forms of exploitation 
embedded in the social structure. He extracts toll by methods 
strongly feudal in character and in origin, militarist requisi
tions, dues to the landlord in free labour and gifts, rent in kind, 
forced labour,""CJnilitary service, miscellaneous local taxation, 
and likin, or district customs taxe~. 

Under theomoulding pressure of imperialism, the most 
important sections of the Chinese bourgeoisie had become 
brokers, once, twice, or thrice removed, for the operations of 
foreign or foreign-'tontrolled capital, just as the war lords and 
their Gqyernments had 'been converted, in their respective 
spheres, into pawns on the chess-board of inter-imperialist 
rivalries. While aspiring Chinese industrialists and bankers, 
envisaging an independent capitalist development of their own, 
would naturally want to loosen the imperialist grip, they were 
eolifronted with the fact that the gulf that separated them from 
the exploited masses in the country was far more profound 
and unbridgeable than the antagonism between them and the 
foreign rivals upon whom they still depended for so much. 
From the imperialists the bourgeoisie could and would try to 
exact concessions, to demand and secure a larger share of the 
spoils, but it could not hope to satisfy the masses without 

I undermining itself. \Land could not be restored to the 
..yl peasantry without upsetting all existing property relations and 

destroying the economic base of the bourgeoisie in town and 
country alike) This fundamental fact predetermined the unity 
of the Chinese and foreign exploiters against the exploited. 
It also meant that the solution of China's revolutionary tasks 
passed into the hands of the newest and youngest class, the 
urban proletariat, organizing and drawing behind it the 
millions of toilers and artisans in the towns and on the fields. 
Its interests alone were consistent with the radical revision of 
the whole of Chinese economic life. 

The idea that the proletariat, a tiny minority in a teeming 
country, could assume the responsibilities of political leader
ship had ceased to be a theory and became a condition, in 
Russia in 1917. There the proletariat of a backward country 
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had taken over the tasks a bankrupt bourgeoisie proved up.able 
to shoulder. The October revolution had shown how the 
combination of a proletarian insurrection-the culmination of 
the new class antagonisms-and a peasant war·-- the carry
over of the old-offered the only way out for a backward coun
try in the modern world of imperialism. Like Russia, China 
had to solve tasks that belonged historically to the past epoch 
of bourgeois revolutions. Russia had demonf>'trated that this 
could be done in the twen.tieth century only by radically 
transforming all class relations and the whole social structure. 
This was achieved by telescoping the bourgeois and proletarian 
revolutions. 

The experience of the October revolutiO!l was decisive for 
the whole backward East, and especially for Chi~a. The 
bourgeois revolutions of the past had taken place in the early 
dawn of capitalism before the emergence of the proletariat 
as a distinct class. Yet even those revolutions were brought 
to their historical fru!tion only by the determined intervention 
of the plebeian masses. The artisans and city poor of Holl<'lMI 
fought for a century to throw off the dead hand of Spanish 
feudalism and clear the path for the economic expansion of the 
Dutch bourgeoisie. It was the artisan and peasant in the ranks 
of Cromwell's armies who laid the foundations of the British 
bourgeois commonwealth. In France, the land of the classic 
bourgeois revolution, the peasant insurrection drove the 
frightened burghers of the Third Estate back into the arms of 
the nobility. The city plebeian, the embryo proletarian, the 
pauper, the sans-culotte, rose from the gutters of Paris again and 
again to drive the revolution forward. It was the Jacobin 
republic of 1793, not the National Assembly of 1789, that 
finally smashed the chains of feudalism and freed the peasant, 
although it had to hand him over to the new slavery of the 
bourgeois order of which he became an integral part. 

Between these events and the Russian revolution a whole 
historic epoch intervened, profoundly transforming all society 
and consequently the methods and instruments of social change. 
Capitalism established the division of labour on a world scale. 
Sweeping technological advances and the automatic expansion 
of capital wealth soon collided with the national barriers 
originally erected to facilitate reorganization of the internal 
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market and the productive system that fed it. Rival national 
groups fought for markets, for fresh sources of raw material, 
for cheap labour and higher profits. Out of these conflicts 
colonial empires grew. All the backward sections of the world 
became subjected to the more advanced countFies and were 
drawn irresistibly into the orbit of world capitalist economy. 
Asia and Africa became the theatres of stupendous economic, 
political, and ·:tbilitary conflicts. Out of the ruthless com
petition that lay at the heart of 1his swiftly unfolding process 
emerged the tendency toward concentration of capital wealth, 
the rise of monopolies on the basis of mass production in large
scale industries, the division of the world into a decreas~ng 
number of increasthgly mighty economic and political groups, 
incessantlY at war with obe another, by economic or military 
means. Industrial control was transformed into financial 
control that crossed seas and the highest mountains and even 
battered down the walls of old China. When backward Russia 
and the newly awakened East ripened tor revolution, the world 
l1aa already advanced far into the epoch of imperialism. 

To the backward countries this transformed world came 
ready-made. The tardy had to make gigantic leaps forward, 
combining in single historical stages the progressive steps the 
rest of the world had already left behind. The high degree 
of interdependence between the advanced and the backward 
nations linked their political fate, destroying the possibility 
of any gradual, isolated national development for the latter. 
Economically they had to leap from the most primitive of 
pre-capitalist forms of production to the latest techniques of 
industry, transport, and market organization. No less a leap 
had to be taken on the political plane, folding into brief com
pass the long and relatively gradual development of modern 
democratic political institutions. This was not all, for the point 
to which society had already developed on a world scale 
forced the backward countries not merely to come abreast 
but to surge beyond. Capitalism was already a fetter on 
productive forces. Its national barriers blocked the further 
development that was possible now only on an international 
scale. For this, the capitalist world could offer only the 
solution of a catastrophic war. If in the advanced countries 
capitalism and its democratic political institutions already 
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failed to correspond to the basic needs of expanding economy, 
for the backward countries the hope for peaceful capi'ralist 
development in a democratic political framework had entirely 
disappeared. To move forward at all, they had to step over 
a whole historical epoch and move directly toward Socialist 
development through the establishment of the transitional 
proletarian dictatorship. This is precisely what happened 
in Russia in I g I 7. Only the young proletariat-proved capable 
of grappling with the problems inherited from the past and 
those posed by the present. • • 

The October revolution was victorious because the course of 
historical development made the growth of productive forces 
dependent upon the elevation of the proletariat to power. 
In Russia the workers were able to ri.se to this historic occasion 
because they were led by a party that had developed to an 
extraordinary degree the consciousness of the class mechanics 
of history. This it drew from the revolutionary experiences of 
Europe in the mid-nineteenth century and from the more recent 
Russian past. It was generalized and made intelligible by th88€ 
first great Communists, Marx and Engels, and after them, the 
Russian Marxists, Lenin and Trotsky, four men who have 
stamped their imprint on a whole historic epoch as few men 
have ever done. 

It was not enough that the dialectics of history had taken 
the lever of social progress out of the hands of the bourgeoisie 
and placed it in the hands of the proletariat, in the advanced 
and backward nations alike. Rising against their class enemy 
in the economic domain, the workers had to acquire through 
their own experience a consciousness of their political and 
historical role and had to forge the necessary weapon, the 
political party which could lead them to independent action 
on the political arena. 

The history of the class struggle is in one very direct sense 
the history of the liberation of oppressed classes from servility 
and dependence upon their oppressors. When the burghers 
no longer cringed before the barons, the struggle for the 
creation of the bourgeois State came on to the order of the 
day. The democratic movements in Europe in I848 were abor
tive because the petty bourgeois democrats, frightened by the 
workers and the plebeian masses, betrayed the peasants to the 
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feudal reaction and permitted Cavaignac and his German and 
Am;trian counterparts to crush the nascent working-class 
movement. With a rising proletariat at its back, the bourgeoisie 
could no longer solve the agrarian crisis or establish a stable 
democratic power. It submitted itself instead to the Bismarcks 
and the Louis Napoleons, seeking partial and niggardly 
solutions of the impasse by other than revolutionary means. 

Out of these events proletarian revolutionary thought 
crystallized. Marx and Engels, who had charted the 
course of hi~tory by illuminatiti.g its past and were already 
actively engaged as proletarian revolutionists, perceived that 
the workers had to achieve complete organizational and 
political independence as a distinct social grouping to 
whom the future belong;ed. "The proletarian party," they 
wrote t8 the German Communists in r85o, must henceforth 
"appear in the arena as united and as independent as possible 
if it is not to be exploited and taken in tow by the bourgeoisie 
as was the case in 1848." It had to avoid becoming an" appen
ege of the official bourgeois democracy " and work for " the 
establishment of an independent . . . organization of the 
workers ... and make every municipality a centre and a 
nucleus of workers' societies in which ""'the position and interests 
of the proletariat should be discussed independently ofbourgeois 
influences." Against any common enemy, a" momentary con
nection " with the petty bourgeois democrats was possible, 
but only on the basis of vigilant distrust of these allies and the 
uncompromising presentation of the workers' own demands 
" in contradistinction to the demands put forward by the 
bourgeois democrats." Marx and Engels still saw the bourgeois 
democracy as the urban ally of the peasantry and therefore 
envisaged the establishment, in Germany, of a bourgeois 
democratic regime. It was the task of the workers' party, 
however, to see that the revolution did not stop there. 

"It is in our interest and it is our task," they wrote, "to 
make the revolution permanent, until all propertied classes are 
more or less dispossessed, the governmental power acquired by 
the proletariat and the association of proletarians achieved, 
not only in one country, but in all the important countries of 
the world. . . . With us it cannot be a mere matter of a change 
in the form of private property, but of destroying it as an 
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institution ; not in hushing up class antagonisms but in abolish
ing all classes, not in the improvement of present-day sot'1ety, 
but in the foundation of a new socicty."IO 

A few years later Marx put his finger on the essential factor 
in the permanence of the revolution : " The whole thing in 
Gt"rmany will depend," he wrote to Engels in 1856, "on the 
possibility of covering the rear of the proletarian revolution 
by a second edition of the Peasants' War. Then the affair will 
be splendid."11 It did not turn out that way in Germany, 
but for what happened in !{ussia fifty years ~ter it was an 
almost mathematically perfect forecast. 

The lessons of 1848 and of the Paris Commune of 1871, 
which gave the world its first rough outline-of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat, were the head-waiers of the Russian Marxist 
current known as Bolshevism. While in the more •advanced 
countries the " Marxists " watered down the international 
and revolutionary content of Marxism to fit it to their National 
Socialist, evolutionary conceptions, backward Russia embraced 
the hardiest of all revolutionary doctrines, just as it had taltM! 
over the boldest of capitalist techniques. Bolshevism, fashioned 
by the genius of Lenin, was rooted firmly in the conception of 
the unconditional independence of the working class, in its 
organization and in its policies. It based its whole notion of 
Russia's future on the international character of the revolution, 
on the collaboration of the workers of the more advanced 
countries. The other current in the Russian labour movement, 
known to history as Menshevism, based itself on the practice 
of class collaboration, on the idea that Russia's was a bourgeois 
revolution and that the workers had therefore to subordinate 
themselves to the bourgeoisie. In sharpest contrast to this, 
Lenin held that the bourgeois revolution would be achieved 
and carried through to the end only if the peasant were drawn 
behind the worker, not behind the bourgeois. The nature of 
the State that would emerge from this worker-peasant bloc 
Lenin left an open question, expressing it in the abstract 
formula of " the democratic dictatorship of the proletariat 
and the peasantry." Following Lenin, Trotsky made a bold 
theoretical thrust forward and declared that the collaboration 
of worker and peasant in the bourgeois revolution would 
and could be realized only through the dictatorship of the 
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proletariat, drawing behind it the peasant millions. This was 
Trosky's famous theory of the permanent revolution. Its 
fundamental premise was that the bourgeois revolution in 
Russia would have to grow over into a Socialist, proletarian 
revolution, whose final victory, in turn, would be realized 
only on a world scale. Events, far sooner than most men 
dreamed, synthesized the thought and action of these two 
titans.12 

The 1905 revolution revealed the readiness of the liberal 
bourgeoisie tQ, content itself wrth crumbs from the auto
cracy's table and in the years of reaction that followed the 
idea of proletarian independence became Lenin's incessant 
theme. Bolshevik~ he wrote, " need not fear to inflict blows 
upon the enemy hand in h~nd with the revolutionary bourgeois 
democract under the absolute provision: not to amalgamate 
organizations, to march separately and strike unitedly, not to 
conceal the conflict of interests, to watch its allies as much as 
its enemy."13 When in 1917 the Mensheviks tried to canalize 
t~ revolution into bourgeois channels, Lenin wrote : " All 
the bourgeois politicians in all the bourgeois revolutions have 
fed the people with promises and stupefied the workers. Our 
revolution is a bourgeois revolution, therefore the workers 
must support the bourgeoisie ; that is what the worthless 
politicians from the camp of the Liquidators* say. Our 
revolution is a bourgeois revolution, say we Marxists ; therefore 
the workers must open the eyes of the people to the deception 
of the bourgeois politicians, must teach it to put no trust in 
words, to rely on its own forces, its own organizations, its own 
unity, its own arms."I4 

This was the corner-stone of Bolshevism. The Russian 
autocracy was a brake on the productive forces of a country 
where, as in China, capitalist and feudal forms of exploitation 
were entwined and held the great mass of peasants in their 
grip. This meant for the Bolsheviks not the unity of all 
classes against the Czar, but, on the contrary, the unfolding of 
the mutual struggle among these classes and the emergence of 
the proletariat as the real leader of the peasantry. The 
October revolution provided the " algebraic formula" of 

* The Liquidators were those Mensheviks who after the defeat of the 1905 
revolution wanted to adapt the labour movement to Czarist legality. 
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Lenin of the democratic dictatorship of the proletariat ~d 
peasantry with its arithmetical content, or to use Lenin's 
own words, "life brought it out of the realm of formulre into 
the realm of reality, clothed it with flesh and blood, con
cretized it and thus changed it. " 15 It proved to be the dictator
ship of the proletariat which alone could crown the peasant war 
with victory. Looking to the workers in the rest of the world to 
join them, the Bolsheviks and the Russian workers translated 
daring theory into dazzling r~ality. When the war tore the 
last props out from under Czarism, they trans~rmed a vast 
backward nation into the first proletarian State in history. 

The revolutionary stimulus that radiated from workers' 
Russia across a war-weary world found responding impulses 
throughout the colonial empires of the Great PowellS. The 
war had strained the imperialist world until it had broken 
at its weakest link and the October revolution caused the whole 
structure to totter. War had led to convulsions in Europe. 
It also stimulated colonial and national revolts in the Eass. 
near and far. Across Turkey, Syria, Egypt, Arabia, Afghan
istan, India, Indonesia, Indo-China to China and Korea, 
subject peoples tried to break the chains the war had weakened. 
For all of them the experience of backward Russia was of 
decisive importance, for the underlying theoretical-strategic 
lessons it concretized, and for the new objective factor it 
introduced into world politics, the challenge of the first 
Workers' State, opposing its proletarian internationalism to the 
oppressive weight of imperialism. The men who led the 
proletariat to power in Russia staked everything on the 
further advance of the world revolution and defined their 
internationalism as " the subordination of the interests of the 
proletarian struggle in one nation to the interests of that 
struggle on an international scale and the capability and the 
readiness on the part of one nation which has gained a victory 
over the bourgeoisie, of makin~ the greatest national sacrifices 
for the overthrow of international capitalism. " 16 

They based this not on sentimental considerations, but on the 
fact that the Socialist transformation of the world could be 
realized only through " the creation of a unified world economy 
based on one general plan and regulated by the proletariat 
of all the nations of the world," carrying forward and perfecting 
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th~world economic system already established by capitalism. 
This created" the urgent necessity of transforming the dictator
ship of the proletariat and changing it from a national basis 
(i.e. existing in one country and incapable of exercising an 
influence over world politics) into an international dictatorship 
(i.e. a dictatorship of the proletariat of at least several advanced 
countries capable of exercising a determined influence upon 
world politics)."17 This transformation depended upon the 
confluence of two main streams, .the struggle of the proletariat 
for power irf the advanced countries and the struggle for 
national liberation in the vast subjected countries comprising 
between half and three-quarters of the world's area and of the 
world's populatioh. At its founding under the leadership of 
Lenin a31d Trotsky, the• Communist International based its 
entire world revolutionary strategy upon the collaboration of 
the workers of the West and the oppressed peoples of the East. 
Guided and helped by the former, the latter would be able 
to emerge from their varying stages of backwardness to direct 
participation in the socialized reorganization and administra
tion of the world's productive forces, skipping over the stage of 
capitalism. This bold conception was the firmly-rooted basis 
of the internationalism with which the name of Lenin is 
indissolubly associated. 

The striving toward national liberation in the colonies and 
in those other subjected nations more indirectly subjected to 
the Powers (semi-colonies) took on forms determined by their 
relative economic development and consequent class structure. 
The Revolutionary Party of the worker had not merely to 
support national movements, progressive as a whole, but had 
to understand what classes in the subject countries were 
capable of conducting the struggle against imperialism most 
resolutely by solving the internal problems of the nation and. 
in so doing moving the country in the direction {)f a non
capitalist development. In his discussion of these problems 
at the Second World Congress of the Communist International 
in I 920, Lenin heavily stressed the distinction between bour
geois-democratic and national-revolutionary movements in the 
colonial and semi-colonial countries. The former tended 
towards striking a bargain with imperialism on terms satis
factory to the upper crust of the native ruling classes. The 
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latter sought to unite the masses of the population in a struggle 
against imperial~sm on the basis of the solution of their tTiost 
pressing internal social and economic problems. It was in this 
stream that the proletarian revolutionists had to find their 
way, marshalling the masses against their native exploiters 
as the only means of carrying the national liberation movement 
to fruition. 18 

"It is of special importance to support the peasant move
ments in backward countries," wrote Lenin in his colonial 
theses for the Second Congres·s,19 " against the laetdowners and 
all feudal survivals. Above all we must strive as far as possible 
to give the peasant movement a revolutionary character, to 
organize the peasants and all the exploited•into Soviets ..•. 

" It is the duty of the Communist- International to support 
the revolutionary movement in the colonies and in fue back
ward countries for the exclusive purpose of uniting the various 
units of the future proletarian parties-such as are Communist 
not only in name-in all backward countries and educate them 
to the consciousness of their specific task, i.e. to the tasks of tl!e 
struggle against the bourgeois-democratic tendencies within 
their respective nationalities. The Communist International 
must establish temporary relations and even unions with the 
revolutionary movements in the colonies and backward 
countries, without, however, amalgamating with them, but 
preserving the independent character of the proletarian 
movement, even though it be still in its embryonic state." 

To guard against being "taken in tow" by national 
bourgeois movements seeking to exploit the authority and 
prestige of the October revolution, Lenin injected a specific 
warning " to wage determined war against the attempt of 
quasi-Communist revolutionists to cloak the liberation move
ment in the backward countries with a Communist garb." 

In a supplementary document adopted by the same congress 
these ideas were concretized as follows : 

"There are to be found in the dependent countries two 
distinct movements which every day grow farther apart from 
each other. One is the bourgeois· democratic Nationalist 
movement, with a programme ofpolitical independence under 
the bourgeois order, and the other is the mass action of the 
poor and ignorant peasants and workers for their liberation 
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from all sorts of exploitation. The former endeavour to control 
thP latter, and often succeed to a certain extent, but the 
Communist International and the parties affected must struggle 
against such control and help to develop class consciousness 
in the working masses of the colonies. For the overthrow of 
foreign capitalists, which is the first step toward revolution in 
the colonies, the co-operation of the bourgeois Nationalist 
revolutionary elements is useful. But the foremost and necessary 
task is the formation of Communist parties which will organize 
the peasants.;md workers and lead them to the revolution and 
to the establishment of Soviet republics. Thus the masses in 
the backward countries may reach Communism, not through 
capitalist development, but led by the class-conscious proletariat 
of the advanced capitali~t countries. 

" The real strength of the liberation movements in the 
colonies ii no longer confined to the narrow circle of bourgeois 
democratic Nationalists. In most of the colonies there already 
exist organized revolutionary parties which strive to be in 
close connection with the working masses. (The relation of the 
Communist International with the revolutionary movement in 
the colonies should be realized through the mediums of these 
parties or groups, because they are the vanguard of the working 
class in their respective countries.) They are not very large 
to-day, but they reflect the aspirations of the masses and the 
latter will follow them to the revolution. The Communist 
Parties of the different imperialist countries must workt in 
conjunction with these proletarian parties of the colonies and, 
through them, give all moral and material support to the 
revolutionary movement in general. . . . 

" The revolution in the colonies is not going to be a Com
munist revolution in its first stages. But if from the outset the 
leadership is in the hands of a Communist vanguard, the 
revolutionary masses will not be led astray, but will go ahead 
through the successive periods of development of revolutionary 
experience. . . . In the first stages the revolution in the 
colonies must be carried on with a programme which will 
include many petty bourgeois reform clauses, such as division 
of land, etc. But from this it does not follow at all that the 
leadership of the revolution will have to be surrendered to the 
bourgeois democrats. On the contrary, the proletarian parties 
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must carry on vigorous and systematic propaganda fo~ the 
Soviet idea and organize the peasants' and workers' Soviets 
as soon as possible. These Soviets will work in co-operation 
with the Soviet Republics in the advanced capitalistic countries 
for the ultimate overthrow of the capitalist order throughout 
the world." 20 

In these words, the Communist Internatiot?al summarized 
and applied to the problems of the East the fruits of a half
century of revolutionary thqught and experience, and above 
all and most concretely, the experiences of the ~ssian revolu
tions and what they revealed about the internal dynamics 
of the bourgeois revolutions in backward countries under 
twentieth-century conditions. • 

For China the lessons of the Rflssian revolutio~ bore a 
peculiar cogency. The fate of the two countries was joined, in 
the first place, by a contiguous frontier crossing Asia for a 
distance of nearly six thousand miles. Both composed of 
different races and nationalities with specific cultures and 
characteristics, the two countries and the two groups ofpeopl'es 
did not clash at a barrier, but tended gradually to merge across 
the Turkestan and Mongolian frontiers. In both the agrarian 
population overwhelmingly predominated, with the prole
tariat a small but decisive minority. Like the Russia of the 
Czars, China on the morrow of the Great War was a back
ward nation which combined the beginnings of capitalism 
with the hold-overs of a feudal past, an anomaly that spelt 
ruin and impoverishment for the great mass of the peasantry. 
Whereas in Russia the autocracy fettered the productive forces 
of the country and perpetuated the barbarism of the past, in 
China imperialism in a far more drastic manner paralysed 
the country's economic growth. The backwardness in economy 
and social organization condemned the masses of both countries 
to conditions of helotry supported by the blackest superstitions, 
ignorance, and the burdeq.of traditions centuries old. In the 
circumstances created by the war, the youthful Russian prole
tariat proved that it alone could release the latent creative 
energies of the nation, open the path to industrialization of its 
resources, and thence, with the aid of workers in other lands, 
to the establishment of a Socialist economy on a world-wide 
basis. 
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Backward as Russia was, China was more backward still 
because it came much later into the mainstream of world 
history and because imperialism was a far more potent obstacle 
in its path than the rotting autocracy of the Romanoffs. 
The 1905 revolution in Russia, which clearly demarcated the 
dividing lines of the classes and occurred at a time when 
backward Russia had become an imperialist nation in its own 
right, was one of the world-historical factors that led to the 
explosion in China in 1911, top:gling the last Ching emperor 
from his thro:ee. While in Russia the 1905 events had already 
introduced into the most advanced sections of the Russian 
working class a consciousness of its historic role, in China the 
revision of the eccfhomic structure and the emergence of new 
class divi;>ions had not ytt, in 19II, developed to the point 
where they could find expression in terms of political power. 
The bourgeoisie, stifled by imperialism, was too weak to 
replace the Manchus by a unified and modern State of its own. 
The proletariat was scarcely yet born. Power fell, therefore, 
t<r the militarists, whose warring satrapies thinly masked the 
interplay of imperialist antagonisms. The 191 I revolution 
had nevertheless ushered in a transitional epoch which could 
no longer lead, as in the past, to the rise of a new Dynasty, 
but had to lead to a complete transformation of the economic 
and class structure of the country and of the State superimposed 
upon it. The spectacular growth of productive forces during 
the years of the war brought a modern Chinese proletariat 
into being. The momentary weakening of the imperialist 
pressure had given certain layers of the Chinese bourgeoisie 
a dazzling glimpse of unfettered growth and undreamed-of 
profit. Its hope for capitalist expansion collided, however, 
with the impassable barrier of the competition and the mutual 
rivalries of the imperialists, the enormous tribute extracted by 
foreign capital for its investment in production goods, supple
mentary raw materials, and manufactured goods. Moreover, 
it could not revitalize its internal market without solving the 
agrarian problem and the agrarian problem could not be solved 
without upsetting the whole existing structure of property 
relations. 

The Russian revolution offered a new and radical point of 
departure. World revolution, on which the Russian Bolsheviks 

46 



PROBLEMS OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

so firmly counted as the only possible condition for the preselva
tion of their own victory, assumed the rational reorganization 
of world economy and the rational distribution of the world's 
goods in accordance with the needs of those who people it. 
This meant abolition of the anarchy of the world market under 
capitalism. Taking its place in the new order, China would 
be assured the planned and systematic aid of the more advanced 
countries, working harmoniously in the interests of a general 
elevation of the economic aJld cultural level of all peoples. 
This was the only sense in which China would-truly achieve 
its national liberation. The path to this lay through the 
mobilization of the great masses of the country for struggle 
against exploitation, native and foreign alike~ The bourgeoisie, 
vassal to imperialism, could not le~d such a strug~e. The 
youthful proletariat, new and raw at its machines, was con
fronted at once with the task of guiding the greater mass of 
their people into the future. No other class could do so. 

The political role of the proletariat in Chinese society was 
determined more by its specific gravity than by its bulk in 
relation to the rest of the population. I twas no more a question 
of the" maturity" ofthe country for Socialism, any more than 
it had been for Russia. It was a question of the "maturity" 
of the world as a whole for Socialist reorganization. It was 
not so much a question of the actual numbers of the proletariat 
in relation to the whole population as it was the economic and 
political position held by the workers in the mutual relations 
of the different classes. Yet it is interesting to note that the 
factory population ofRussia in 1905 was one and a half million, 
and the workers in city and village together were estimated at 
ten million.21 The industrial spurt in China during and just 
after the war created a class of factory workers estimated at 
about one and a half million. Industrial workers, inclusive of 
the factory population, were put, in 1927, at about two 
and three-quarter million, and the handicraft workers at more 
than eleven million. 22 Even when properly weighted for 
distribution and density of population and taken in conjunction 
with the disparate totals, these figures nevertheless reveal a 
striking similarity. There was a similarity, too, in the militancy 
and combative qualities of the Russian and Chinese workers. 
The latter had only come into being as a class during the war, 
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and the first unions, in the modern sense, appeared only in 
rgi'13. Yet a year later China's working class was already 
intervening in the political life of the country, striking in 
support of Nationalist students against the Japanese rape of 
Shantung and the treachery at Versailles. Six years later one 
million workers participated in strikes, many of them on the 
basis of directly political demands. Two years after that the 
Chinese unions counted nearly three million members and the 
Shanghai workers carried out 'i victorious insurrection that 
placed pow~ in their grasp. The intensity of this unpre
cedented growth was in part a source of weakness, yet it was 
also expressive of the profound reservoirs of strength of the 
Chinese working dass, for all its youth. Here mere comparison 
must enB and give way t<:1 the criterion of historical continuity. 
One of the deepest sources of this strength was the fact 
that the Russian working class had already triumphed and 
already ruled over the first Workers' State in the world. 

If the Chinese workers were comparatively weak because 
they were so young as a class, they were far stronger than the 
Russian workers had been before them precisely because this 
Workers' State now existed as a gigantic objective factor in 
the class struggle viewed on a world scale. The influence of 
the October revolution was expressed in China not only in the 
intangible impulses it radiated or in the significant historical 
lessons it taught. It existed tangibly. Behind the Chinese 
workers rising fresh to the struggle stood the whole might of 
the Russian proletariat, the Russian proletarian State, and the 
most advanced sections of the workers of all the advanced 
countries united in the ranks of the Communist International. 
This was the world factor which more than any other single 
circumstance entitled the youthful Chinese proletariat to 
make its audacious claim to leadership of a nation of four 
hundred millions. Yet it was precisely at this point that an 
historical contradiction intruded itself and began to transform 
this decisively favourable circumstance into its opposite, the 
Chinese revolution's greatest asset into its heaviest liability. 

When the new and fresh forces of the Chinese revolution 
began to gather momentum, the revolutionary wave in 
Europe was already declining. The Soviet State in Russia was 
driven, internally and externally, to seek respite. The economic 
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structure it had inherited from Czarism was ravaged by_ the 
war and had heen strained to the utmost of its meagre limits 
by the needs 1 >f" war Communism." The proletarian dirtator
ship was compelled to retreat to the New Economic Policy to 
win a breathing space for an exhausted people. Circumstances 
forced this strategic withdrawal primarily because the expected 
aid from the workers of advanced Europe had not materialized. 
The Social Democrats of the Second International at the head 
of the European labour movQTient had degenerated from inter
nationalists in words to Nationalists in deeds !fs soon as the 
outbreak of war put their professions to the test. They had 
handed over the workers for defence of the bourgeois father
lands of Europe. In the convulsions that 'followed the war's 
end, they proved to be the firmes1: pillars of the ~ourgeois 
order. They dammed the proletarian tide and handed 
political power back, intact, to the bourgeoisie. Absence of 
a firmly consistent revolutionary leadership prevented the 
victory of the new revolutions upon which Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks calculated. Instead of the ready aid of European 
workers' States, Soviet Russia faced th~ menacing ba~ouets of 
the imperialist intervention. It drove ·back its enemies, but 
was compelled in the end to find means of establishing a 
temporary truce with the rim of hostile capitalist States that 
surrounded it. 

Lenin said and repeated a thousand times that the Workers' 
State in backward Russia could not stand without the aid of 
the workers in at l~ast several advanced countries. When he 
was compelled to lead the retreat to the New Economic Policy, 
he recognized the dangerous rise of hostile class influences 
that bore down upon the proletarian dictatorship from within 
and without as the revolutionary wave in Europe and the 
tension of the Russian masses began to recede. Through the 
Communist International and with the positive intervention 
of the Soviet State, the Bolsheviks hoped that a new con
juncture of events on the world scene would quickly enable 
them to shift the relationship of forces back in favour of the 
proletariat. The first four Congresses of the Communist 
International provided the ideological armament for the 
parties abroad upon whom this new conjuncture depended 
to no small extent. Yet it took more than the genius of a Lenin 
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or a Trotsky to make history to order. Amid conditions 
of isolation and recession of the masses from the political arena, 
especially after the last great battles of the civil war were 
fought, bureaucratic reaction, refracting the pressure of hostile 
classes at home and abroad, grasped the machinery of the 
new State. It began to entrench itself long before the young 
revolutionary organizations of Europe could lead the workers 
once more to the threshold of political power. 

This bureaucratic stratum which began to solidify on the 
outer crust aS the newly-formed Soviet State took Russia's 
national isolation as its starting-point. It began the shift in 
Soviet policy from the premise of world revolution to the 
narrowly conceiv~d conservative national interests of the 
bureaucgtcy, identifyinge itself with the workers' power. 
Lenin fought this tendency in his last years, but it was stronger 
than he. Too soon his struggle ended and power fell to repre
sentatives of the new bureaucratic caste, personified in Joseph 
Stalin. The Bolshevik opposition to the usurpers centred 
around Trotsky and the best elements of the proletarian core 
of the Bolshevik Party. They swam against the current, but 
they could not dam or divert it. The new leadership still 
espoused in words the extension of the proletarian revolution, 
but began to replace it in practice by consolidation of the 
privileges of the bureaucracy. The defeats of the revolution 
in Europe, above all the defeat in Germany in 1923, engendered 
moods of disillusionment and punctured the confidence in the 
capacity of the Western proletariat to win power. Out of 
these roots and these moods sprang the theory of " Socialism 
in one country " brought forward by Stalin for the first time 
in 1924. He superimposed it upon the uncompromising 
internationalism of Lenin and established it as the main axis 
of latter-day revised "Bolshevism." 

This Nationalist degeneration, proceeding under the corrosive 
influence of Soviet isolation, led inevitably to a departure from 
the proletarian basis of Soviet policy at home and abroad. 
Internally the regime entered upon a flirtation with the petty 
bourgeoisie, the rich peasants ("kulaks") and the Nepmen. 
Externally it pursued a policy which more and more tended 
to subordinate the interests of the proletarian movements 
abroad to the diplomatic requirements of the new Soviet 
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bureaucracy. It became no longer a question of" making_the 
greatest national sacrifices for the overthrow of international 
capitalism," but of making the greatest international sacrifices 
for the preservation of Russia's national " Socialism." This 
evolution took more than a decade and a whole series of dizzy 
zigzags to reach full flower in the Communist Parties of the 
Western countries. Its effect was sooner felt in the countries of the 
East where the desire to find strong bourgeois Nationalist allies, 
and the loss of confidence i~ the power of the working class, 
led to the application of policies that stemmed~ot from Bol
shevism and the October revolution, but directly from 
Menshevism, with its insistence upon the leading role of the 
bourgeoisie in the bourgeois revolution add its readiness to 
subordinate the interests of the workers to those of iiPc bour
geoiSie. The pedantic and mechanical concept of rigidly 
chronological " stages " in the bourgeois revolution replaced 
the living experience of October which had shown how these 
stages were fused or telescoped. 

It was not at all accidental that Stalin and with him many 
of the top ranks of the" Old Bolsheviks" slid 'so easily down this 
path. Prior to Lenin's arrival in Russia in April, rgq, all of 
them, without exception, had assumed the inviolability of the 
bourgeois power that had emerged from the first phase of the 
revolution. Stalin had been the author of the famous formula 
of support to the bourgeois Provisional Government in March, 
1917, against which Lenin fought to the point of threatening to 
break with the Party leadership. "In so far as the Provisional 
Government fortifies the steps of the revolution," declared 
Stalin at the Party conference in March that year, "to that 
extent we must support it, but in so far as it is counter-revolu
tionary, support to the Provisional Government is impermis
sible."23 To this Lenin a few days later sharply counter-posed 
in his historic April thesis : "No support to the Provisional 
Government. Exposure of the utter falsity of all its pro~ises . 
. . . Unmasking, instead of admitting, the illusion-breeding 
demand that this Government, a Government of capitalists, 
cease being imperialistic .... "24 To a Bolshevik Party 
conference he declared : " Even our own Bolsheviks show 
confidence in the Government. This is the death of Socialism. 
You, comrades, have faith in the Government. In that case 



THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

our ways part. I would rather be in the minority." 25 When 
he demanded that the Party steer a course towards workers' 
power and declared that the old idea of a " democratic 
dictatorship " was fit only for " the archive of ' Bolshevik ' 
pre-revolutionary antiques," 26 the horrified "old Bolsheviks," 
Stalin stunned among them, accused him of "jumping over 
the bourgeois democratic stage of the revolution." Lenin's 
course prevailed, and the October revolution rolled over the 
heads of the defenders of the " ~ourgeois-democratic stage." 
When the wa~ receded and left power in their hands, it found 
them still clinging to their " pre-revolutionary antiques." 
The experience of October had passed, barely leaving a trace 
upon them. Tht! " antiques," not the living reality that 
replacedc:them, were refulbished and stamped with the labels 
of Bolshevism and the October revolution to bolster the 
authority of the new ruling caste. By the time the revoXution 
began to stir in China and the Soviet bureaucracy turned its 
attention to the East, the dynamic Bolshevism of Lenin and 
Trotsky had given way to the empiricism of Stalin clothed in 
the scholastic formulas of Bukharin. Not the interests of the 
proletariat in China, but the desire to find a strong national 
bourgeois ally became the fundamental motivation of their 
policies. The Mensheviks Martinov and Rafes emerged as 
the " interpreters " of Bolshevism for the Orient. Their 
axis was not the proletariat but the bourgeoisie. 

The Chinese workers had already embarked spontaneously 
,l , on ·the revolutionary path. The impulses they radjated from 

tbe cities were already beginning to stir great layers of the 
p·easants into action. The Chinese bourgeoisie_, its_hopes for 
expansion fluttering, was already reaching out to control this 
nascent movement and was already attempting to cloAk itself, 
as Lenin foresaw it would, with the authority of Communism 
and the October revolution. On the other hand, with the 
heroism, the courage, the capacity for sacrifice and endurance 
that is his distinguishing mark, the humble Chinese coolie 
was pitting himself against a society that tried to keep him a 
dumb and docile animal. To fill in the gap of his political 
immaturity, he needed the aid of the Workers' State. Abo., .. , 
all, he needed a revolutionary party, armed from the ideologic~ 
arsenals of the Qctober revolution, backed by the strength of 
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the Communist International, and impregnated with .a 
consciousness of its historic role. With these forces, the Chinese 
revolution had an incomparable opportunity to inflict a 
smashing blow on imperialism and break down the isolation 
of the Soviet State by galvanizing the whole subjected East 
and destroying the basis of imperialist power. 

In a few short, swift years a stupendous mass movement 
rose from the streets of Chinese cities and the tired land of 
Chinese fields and threatened Jo destroy or transform 1111 that 
was old, corrupt, and rotting in Chinese society~ B11t those 
who put th~rnse1ves at the head of t]l~s~ denim.-cla~ ranks 
did not teach them to break for ever with the deadening 
tradition of submission, but yoked_ the~_ ~v-eti as"-they !"o_se _to 
shuggle, to the political chariot of theit exploiters. Th~ whole j 
weight and authority of the October revolution and the 
Communist International were thrown not behind the prole
tariat as an independent force, but behind the national bour
geoisie. As a result oftbj~ _tb~o m';!ssesj;v~re-h_~lte-dat thefu:ight 
or their forward, surge.~, t_heit __ Qtganizatiaus_ we.te. _ _shattered, 
their leaders decapitated. The shaken fgundatipns of_ the 

-;system of expTolta~I<:H~-~-t1i~y_c1!_ai[e!lie9- settled __ back ~till I 

l stood. 'This was the tragedy of t.h~ Chinese revolut~on. · .t 
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CHAPTER III 

THE NEW AWAKENING 

W hen Ghina's economic tr;nsformation began during the 
World War it quickly opened all the sluices of change. 

Along a thousand channels new ideas, new thoughts, new 
aspirations found-their way into the country and crashed against 
the degd weight of the past like mighty waves against a 
grounded hulk. Among the intellectuals the mood of despair 
and discouragement engendered by the failure of the rgr I 
revolution gave way to the beginnings of a rich cultural renais
sance which rapidly drew a whole new generation into its 
orbit. New leaders, new forces came to the fore. From out 
of the thinned ranks ofthe revolutionary intellectuals of rgrr 
emerged the figure of Chen Tu-hsiu, scion of an Anhwei 
mandarin family, who began posing the tasks of revolt more 
boldly, more clearly, more courageously than anyone who had 
preceded him. To his side rallied the men who with him were 
going to make over the life of a whole generation and who in 
later years would enter and lead opposing armies on the 
battlefields of social conflict. 

The task of the new generation, proclaimed Chen Tu-hsiu, 
was " to fight Confucianism, the old tradition of virtue and 
rituals, the old ethics and the old politics ... the old learning 
and the old literature." In their place he would put democracy t 

and modern science. 
" We must break down the old prejudices, the old way of 

believing in things as they are, before we can begin to hope for 
social progress," wrote Chen in rgr5 in his famous magazine, 
New Youth. "We must discard our old ways. We must merge 
the ideas of the great thinkers ofhistory, old and new, with our 
own experience, build up new ideas in politics, morality, and 
economic life. We must build the spirit of the new age to 
fit it to new environmental conditions and a new society. Our 

54 
0 



THE NEW AWAKENING 

ideal society is honest, progressive, positive, free, equalitariiill, 
creative, beautiful, good, peaceful, co-operative, toilsome, but 
happy for the many. We look for the world that is false, 
conservative, negative, restricted, inequitable, hide-bound, 
ugly, evil, war-torn, cruel, indolent, miserable for the many 
and felicitous for the few, to crumble until it disappears from 
sight." 

" I hope those of you who are young will be self-conscious 
and that you will . strugglei' Chen also wrote, " By self
consciousness I mean that you are to be conscioutofthe power 
and responsibility ofyour youth and that you are to respect it. 
Why do I think you should struggle? Because it is necessary 
for you to use all the intelligence you have to get rid of those who 
are decaying, who have lost their youth. Regard •hem as 
enemies and beasts; do not be influenced by them, do not 
associate with them. 

"Oh, young men of China! Will you be able to understand 
me? Five out of every ten whom I see are young in age, but 
old in spirit ; nine out of every ten are young in health, but 
they are also old in spirit .... When this happens to a body, 
the body is dying. When it happens to a society, the society is 
perishing. Such a sickness cannot be cured by sighing in 
words ; it can only be cured by those who are young, and in 
addition to being young, are courageous. . . . We must have 
youth if we are to survive, we must have youth if we are to 
get rid of corruption. Here lies the only hope for our society." 

This memorable call heralded the new awakening. When it 
was published, wrote one student, " it came to us like a clap 
of thunder which awakened us in the midst of a restless dream. 
. . . Orders for more copies were sent post-haste to Peking. 
I do not know how many times this first issue was reprinted, 
but I am sure that more than two hundred thousand copies 
were sold."1 From it flowed the forward-looking iconoclasm 
and the slashing courage with which the youth set out to erect 
a new life and a new world for itself. It was the intellectual 
fountain-head of the great movements which were soon to 
electrify the nation and bring millions from their knees to their 
feet. From it sprang the new nationalism, quickened by the 
unease and unsettlement stirring oppressed peoples everywhere 
as a result of the Great War. 
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.This mood collided at once withJapanese imperialism, which 
had seized the opportunity of the war years to impose upon 
China the infamous Twenty-One Demands of I9I5 and to 
occupy the province of Shantung. The shining phrases of 
Woodrow Wilson, his promises of self-determination and social 
justice for all peoples had bred the hope that in the general 
readjustment China too would come into her own. When 
at Versailles these illusions were cynically spiked by the 
imperialist horse-traders, 2 the n~w youth rose in fury against 
the treacherY of the corrupt J apanophile Peking Government. 
On May 4, I 9 I 9, there were huge student demonstrations in 
Peking. The homes of traitorous Ministers were attacked and 
wrecked. The m~vement spread across the country. In it a 
new nQ5e sounded. Wo~ers in factories struck in support of 
the student demands. ' 

The growth of industry had brought a modern proletarian 
class on to the scene. At the end of I9I6 there were already 
nearly one million industrial workers and their number nearly 
doubled by I922. To the Western front in Europe went an 
army of nearly 2oo,ooo Chinese labourers, who learned there 
to read and write a little and, what was more important still, 
came into contact with European workers and the higher 
European standard of living. They returned with new ideas 
of how men struggle for better lives. They had seen the great 
nations locked in conflict and they came back determined to 
free their own. Many on their way back from Europe refused to 
land at Japanese ports during the furor over Shantung. 
When strikes began to deepen the roar of the May 4 movement, 
the returned labourer was already regarded as " the stormy 
petrel of the Chinese labour world." 3 Within the great new 
body of Chinese industrial labour this army of toilers fresh 
from the war formed a solid, conscious nucleus that helped 
the infant class face the adult tasks with which it was confronted, 
almost at birth. The young industrial proletariat, taking the 
lead of some ten million transport workers, coolies, shop 
employees, artisans, and apprentices, 4 began to group itself 
into its own organizations. While the old family firms and 
partnerships were giving way to corporations, the guilds were 
breaking up and giving way to labour unions and chambers 
of commerce. The Chinese workers, new to their machines, 
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were thrust at once into political struggle. Their strikes in 
Shanghai and other cities in rgrg forced the release of tift:: 
arrested student demonstrators in Peking and the resignation 
of the offending Government officials. 

The tide of May 4 engulfed the entire country. It ushered 
in the epoch of the second Chinese revolution. The rumble of 
the falling ramparts of the old traditionalism echoed throughout 
the land, awakening unrest in the hearts of its youth. They 
were drawn from town and village into the turmoil of the 
generation emerging to take• command of Chwa's future. 
They boldly broke the shackles of authority and marched 
forward to batter down what remained of the walls of old 
China. The inertia of the old ways of doWl.g and thinking 
remained, looming large and formidable in the coming 
agony of revolution and readjustment, but the gates were 
down, never again to be raised. The eyes of the new youth 
turned from Versailles to Russia where the October revolution 
offered them an example and an inspiration infinitely more 
compelling in its reality. With it came to China belated 
tributaries of all the main currents of European social thought, 
democracy, anarchism, syndicalism, and Marxism, opening up 
new horizons and stimulating a veritable revolution in thought, 
morals, and literature which rapidly deepened the channels of 
political change and social conflict. All classes of society 
entered the political arena. Old political organizations took 
on fresh life. New organizations came into being. 

When these fresh political currents began to flow in rgrg, 
the Kuomintang, party of the rgr I revolutionists, had been 
reduced to sterile impotence. Its " Right " elements, conserva
tive bourgeois intellectuals, had become the helpless dependants 
ofthe war lords. Sun Yat-sen, leader of the more radical wing 
of the bourgeois intelligentsia, was pursuing his schemes for 
revolution by military means through utilizing the lesser 
against the greater militarists. He had evolved a political 
philosophy, summed up in his Three People's Principles, 
whose distinguishing feature was not their crystal clarity nor 
the concrete and bold manner in which they approached the 
social problems of the Chinese revolution. His principle of 
Nationalism suggested nothing of a struggle against China's 
imperialist masters. Indeed, as first president of the republic, 
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Sun displayed an attitude of cringing servility before the · 
Pt>wers, promising them that their perquisites and privileges, 
extracted by main force from the overthrown Dynasty, would 
remain intact, and that the payments due them on their loans 
would be taken over by the republic. 5 After the Great War, 
Sun saw hope for China only in some form of benevolent 
co-operation among the Powers. To this end he submitted to 
the various foreign Governments a naive plan for " sincere " 
collaboration among the imperialists in the development of 
China's ecQ&J.omic resources. Ile actually envisaged an idyll 
in which the foreign freebooters would forego their greed and 
join in a " socialistic scheme " from which all would benefit. 
" It is my hope;' wrote Sun, '' that as a result of this, the 
present spheres of influence can be abolished, international 
and co'fumercial war done away with, internecine capitalistic 
competition can be got rid of, and last but not least, the 
class struggle between capital and labour can be avoided." 6 

Sun's " nationalism " also included the prospect of trans
forming the oppressed Chinese State into an oppressor of 
minority nationalities within the Empire. He envisaged the 
" assimilation " of the Manchus, Mongols, Mohammedans, 
and Tibetans, in a great China ruled by the Han. The self
determination of nations, like the struggle against imperialism, 
entered his thinking somewhat later. 

His second principle of Democracy provided mainly for a 
period of " political tutelage " during which the enlightened 
leaders would gradually guide the dark and miserable masses 
toward the light of self-government. There was nothing in 
common between Sun Yat-sen's concept of democracy and 
the idea of the direct conquest of political rights and liberties 
by the people. 

The third principle of the People's Livelihood embodied 
Sun's political thinking on the vital subject of the future 
form of Chinese economic organization and the all-pervading 
question of the land and the peasantry. Sun advocated 
"restriction of capital" and " equalization of rights in the 
land," two formulas subjected to broad and various changes 
and interpretations by Sun himself and by his disciples 
in the ensuing years. By "restriction of capital," through 
means never clearly designated, Sun hoped to preserve China 
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from the blights of capitalism. By " equalization of rights .i.n 
the land," Sun Yat-sen meant a plan to adjust the inequalities 
that throttled rural China so that "those who have had 
property in the past will not suffer by it." 7 His plan was to have 
land values fixed by agreement with the landlords and for all 
future increment in these values to revert to the State. By 
the power of purchase the State would proceed to establish 
more favourable conditions for the landless or land-hungry 
sections of the peasant population. But for years Sun Yat-sen 
never ventured to propagate even this theory to~ openly for 
fear of alienating his military allies and many of his own 
followers. Sun rejected on all counts the idea of a class struggle 
and the participation of the masses in politic~llife. He hoped 
to evolve means of transforming Chinese society pee.cefully 
and without convl}l:;;iom; after securing power for himself and t 

his followers by purely military means. This was the aim of 
his endless series of invariably fruitless military adventures and 
alliances. s 

Nevertheless the rise of the new political tendencies and the 
mass movement after I9I9 energized Sun Yat-sen's declining 
party and the Kuomintang's activity revived. Sun began 
appearing before student gatherings and, when General Chen 
Chiung-ming permitted him to establish a government in 
Canton, he established contact with the newly-organized trade 
unions there and in Hong Kong. 

By this time embryonic proletarian political organizations 
had come into existence. Marxist journals began to appear 
in the schools and universities, opening up new perspectives 
of thought and action to the petty bourgeois intellectuals and 
before long to the working class itself. Groups that formed in 
Igi8 and 1919 expanded into Socialist societies and from 
these it was but a step, in Ig2o, to the foundation of the 
Chinese Communist Party. Its founders were the leading 
figures of the May 4 movement, chief among -them Chen 
Tu-hsiu, then a professor at Peking National University. To 
the first national conference of the Communist Party in 
Shanghai in July, I 92 I, came delegates drawn from widely 
differing backgrounds. Few were proletarian. Many were 
petty bourgeois Nationalists, stirred by the new awakening. 
Untrained, untested, they mingled m a temporary solution 
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V;>hich was quickly precipitated by events. Sooner than most 
of them expected, the class struggle levelled at every man its 
deadly white light. Its impact hurled them in many different 
directions. Not a few, drawn by sentiment or by quickly
stifled anarchist leanings, dropped away at once and found 
their way into the bourgeois camp.* Some among the 
founders lapsed into passivity and disappeared from the 
political scene. Others, like Li Ta-chao, were destined to lose 
their lives in the coming struggle. Of the remaining leaders, 
men like c'fien Tu-hsiu, Mao Tse-tung, and Chang Kuo-tao, 
were to trace devious threads through the fabric of latter-day 
Chinese history, 

0
beginning with their initial dedication to the 

cause of Communism op. that hot summer day in 1921 when 
all tht:S'e skeins were still unravelled. The Communist Party, 
born in the glow of the Russian October, set itself at that 
conference the task of building organizational weapons for the 
Chinese working class. This work had already begun in 
Changhsintien, near Peking, where railway workers had 
formed a union and where night schools had been established 
by Communist students. A labour secretariat was set up in 
Shanghai. The headway was slow, the beginnings were small, 
the problems vast and difficult, for history had imposed adult 
problems on a class still in its infancy. 

First of the Communist Party's problems was the question 
of its relationship, as a proletarian party, to the bourgeois 
Nationalist Kuomintang. The form and method of Communist 
participation in the Nationalist movement was decisive for 
the whole future course of events. Such participation was 
dictated by the indisputably progressive character of the ( 
national revolutionary movement. As we have already seen 
Lenin had pointed out at the Second Congress of the Com
munist International how, in the imperialist epoch, the national 
liberation movements in the colonial and semi-colonial 
countries could be led to merge with the main-stream of the 
international proletarian revolutionary movement. Co-opera-

* Among the founders was Tai Chi-tao, who left the Communist Party within 
a few months of its formation under the pressure of a stinging rebuke from Sun 
Yat-sen. He later became the chief bourgeois ideologist of the Kuomintang. 
Others who soon broke away included Chen Kung-po, Shao Li-tze, and Chow 
Fu-hai, all later luminaries in the Kuomintang regime that massacred thousands 
of Communists and workers and peasants. 
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tion with Nationalist movements was desirable and necessary, 
with the all-important proviso that the independence of 
the proletarian organizations be preserved, " even in their 
embryonic form." 

A project for a two-party alliance between the Chinese 
Communists and the Kuomintang was put forward at the 
second national conference of the Communist Party in 1922. 

When this plan was laid before Sun Yat-sen by Dalin, a Russian 
delegate of the Young Communist International, Sun rejected 
it. He told Dalin he might •permit Communist~ to join the 
Kuomintang, but would countenance no two-party alliance. 
Shortly afterward, Maring, the first delegate of the Comintern 
in China who had already- bceri in contact. with Sun in the 
south, met with the Communist Central Committee at West 
L<J.ke, Han_gchow, ancl -12roposea that tfie Gommunrsts join 
the Kuomintang and utilize its broad loose organizational 
structure as a means for developing their propaganda and 
contacts among the masses. 

Maring based his proposal on three factors.* The first was 
his own experience in Java. There prior to the war the Left
wing Social Democrats participated in the Saraket Islam, a 
mixed economic, social, and religious movement directed 
against the exploitation of the Javanese by their European 
colonizers. Its Left wing had accepted the aid of the Indian 
Social Democratic Association, which Maring had helped 
organize. Within the Saraket Islam it began to develop the 
idea of trade union organization and during the war years was 
responsible for the growth of a considerable Left-wing move
ment. Maring based himself secondly on the strategic and 
tactical conclusions of the Second Congress of the Comintern 

• which he felt were especially applicable because-and this 
is the third factor-of the connections already established 
between the Kuomintang and the growing labour movement 
in the south where the unions under Sun Yat-sen's influence 
were already participating in the Nationalist movement and 
offered the most fruitful field for the expansion of Communist 
activity. 

According to Maring, the majority of the Chinese Central 

* This information is based on notes of a conversation with Maring at 
Amsterdam in 1935. 
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Committee accepted these views. Those who opposed his 
pYoposal did so on the grounds that they questioned the weight 
of the Kuomintang as a political force and doubted its capacity 
for developing into a mass movement. Chen Tu~hsiu, listed 
by Maring among those who agreed witb. the plan to enter the 
Kuomintang, has written an account of the Hangchow 
conference of 1922 which differs on this point. 9 He says that 
all the members of the Communist Central Committee opposed 
Maring's view. He assigns a fundamental political character 
to this oppQ§itiori, claiming that they believed entry into the 
Kuomintang " would confuse class organizations and. curb 
our independent policy." But there is no evidence that in 
those early years the Chinese Communist leaders opposed 
collaboration with the bcmrgeoisie. On the contrary, this idea. 
dominaled them completely. " Co-operation with the revolu
tionary bourgeoisie," wrote Chen Tu-hsiu in 1922, "is the 
necessary road for the Chinese proletariat."10 Opposition to 
entering the Kuomintang, whether it came from all or some 
of the Communist leaders, would seem to have been based 
more on the belief that the Kuomintang was defunct. This, in 
effect, says Maring, was the view expressed by Chang Kuo-tao, 
strongest of the opponents of the entry at the Hangchow 
parley. In the end, however, the proposal was adopted, 
although doubt remained as to whether the leaders of the 
Kuomintang would welcome it.* 

The Communists entered the Kuomintang as individuals in 
hopes of winning to Communist influence the workers in the 
south who had already affiliated with the Kuomintang.11 

Sun Yat-sen, however, remained cold to their proposals for 
reorganizing the Party on the basis of a programme capable 01 

* According to Chen Tu-hsiu, the entry was voted when Maring invoked the 
discipline of the Comintern. Maring denies this, pointing out that there was 
ample opportunity for appeal against him to the higher organs of the Communist 
International, but that no such appeals were made. "Moreover, I possessed no 
specific. instructions from the Comintern," he added, " I had no document in 
my hand." Further light on this point undoubtedly exists in the unpublished 
and unavailable archives of the Comintern. According to P. Mif, of the Far 
Eastern Bureau of the Comintern, the first formal instructions " to co-ordinate 
the activities of the Kuomintang and the young Communist Party of China," 
were contained in a special communication of the Executive Committee of the 
Comintern dated January 12, 1923. By that time the Communists had already 
entered the Kuomintang, although the formal decision to do so was not taken 
until the Third Conference of the Chinese Communist Party in June, 1923. 
Cf. P. Mif, Heroic China, New York, 1937, pp. 21-2. 
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attracting popular support. Only when Sun was forced once 
more to flee for his life, following a revolt by General Ch1!n 
Chiung-ming in Canton in June, 1922, did he grow more 
receptive to the arguments of Maring, supported by Liao 
Chung-kai, the most radical of Sun's immediate entourage. 
Sun was still unattracted by the potentialities of the mass 
movement as a political weapon, but he had begun to be 
attracted by the prospects of direct and concrete aid from 
Russia. 

Several factors combined• to help turn S~n Vat-sen's 
attention to the possibilities of an alliance with the Soviet 
Union. His na!ve plan for the international development of 
China had met with rebuffs or polite indi~erence in all the 

. imperialist chancelleries. The wolves would not lie down 
together with the lamb.12 They were intent only upon•fighting 
to determine who should devour it. To settle this question . 
was the purpose of the Washington Conference of r 92 r -2. 
The parley had again revived Chinese hopes of imperialist 
benevolence, but these were quickly dissipated. The Washing
ton Conference, to borrow Wang Ching-wei's summary, "freed 
China from the Japanese policy of independent violent 
encroachment" only to leave it victim " to the co-operative 
slow encroachment" by all the Powers.13 It was called to 
serve not the interests of Chinese national liberation but the 
interests of American imperialism. Realization of this fact 
helped dispel persisting illusions in the benevolent friendship 
of the Powers. It also forced upon the consciousness of the 
Chinese Nationalist leaders the fact that the new Soviet power, 
so successfully and spectacularly defeating the united inter
ventionist forces of the World War victors, could prove a mighty 
lever in the attempt to extract concessions from the imperialists 
· China. 

as July 25, 1919, the .Soviet Government had pro
readiness to renounce all the imperialist privileges 

· Russia in China. It renewed this offer in a 
on October 27, 1920, and unofficial Soviet 

began making efforts in Peking to negotiate a 
this basis. The angry hostility of the Powers, 
· by every possible means, political. and 

and destroy the Bolshevik regime, blocked 
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these efforts, although the Russian offer to treat with China on 
a~asis of complete equality made a profound impression in 
China and greatly heightened the prestige of the newly estab
lished Soviet power in the eyes of a growing group of Chinese 
intellectuals. 

The initial efforts of Soviet representatives to establish 
contacts in China were a striking although still isolated 
example of the tendency to give the apparent immediate State 
interests of the Soviet Union precedence over revolutionary 
objectives. 'bhe Peking Government was in the hands of the 
notorious pro-] apanese Anfu clique when the first unofficial 
Soviet agents, sent by the Chita Government and the Irkutsk 
Bureau of the G;:omintern, arrived in China. The puny 
Nationalist movement loci by Sun Yat-sen did not impress 
them as a point of support for Soviet interests. They were more 
attracted by the military strength of the war lord Wu Pei-fu 
who sought the overthrow of the Anfu regime. When Wu took 
power in Peking in I920 and set up a puppet cabinet of his 
own, a Soviet Far Eastern "expert" of Izvestia, Soviet Govern
ment organ, wrote that " Wu Pei-fu has hung out his flag over 
the events which arc taking place in China and it is clear that 
under this flag the new Chinese cabinet must take an orienta
tion in favour of Soviet Russia."14 But Wu proved to be an 
instrument of British imperialism, no friend at all to Bolshevik 
Russia. The UnionJack had merely replaced the Rising Sun 
at the back door of the Peking Government. That was why the * 
I 92 I negotiations proved fruitless. 

When Maring came to China in the spring of I 92 I and 
established connection with Sun Yat-scn, whom he visited in 
Kwangsi, he decided that the main-stream of the Chinese 
Nationalist movement was with Sun's Kuomintang. This 
belief ripened into conviction when inJanuary, I922, during~ 
seamen's strike in Hong Kong, he visited Canton an _y· 
discovered that substantial connections already exist 
the Kuomintang and the most active section of 
Chinese labour movement. Reversing the tcndc 
Irkutsk Bureau, until then the Comintern's only r 
Far East, Maring proposed to the Chinese Co 
Hangchow the entry into the Kuomintang. Whl 
sen, expelled from Canton, arrived in Shangh~ 
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1922, Maring met him again and urged him to substitm:e 
a campaign of mass propaganda for any attempt to recapture 
Canton by purely military means. The Washington Conference 
had helped to change the minds of the Kuomintang leaders, 
and Maring found his views more warmly welcomed, for 
Sun Yat-sen had definitely begun to think in terms of Soviet 
assistance. This was the report Maring took back with him to 
Mmcow the next month. On the basis of his findings, the 
Comintern abandoned the •" Irkutsk line" a~d turned its 
attention to Sun Yat-sen. Maring's views in favour of 
collaboration with the South China movement were published 
in the Communist Press. 15 The Soviet G.overnment, on its 
part, sent Adolph Joffe, one of it~ first rank diplomats, to 
establish formal contact with Sun Yat-sen. • 

Joffe met Sun in Shanghai where on January 26, 1923, 
they issued a joint statement in which Joffe agreed that 
" conditions do not exist here for the successful establishment 
of Communism or Socialism," that " the chief and immediate 
aim of China is the achievement of national union and national 
independence." Joffe assured Sun that in seeking these aims, 
the Nationalist movement " could depend on the aid of 
Russia."16 This diplomatic formula inaugurated the entente 
with Sun, upon whom it finally dawned that the Russians 
were offering him and his Party the prestige of the October 
revolution, backed up with arms, money, and advisers. 

Almost at once, however, the same formula was interpreted 
to mean that the Chinese Communists had to subordinate 
themselves completely to the job of helping to make the 
Kuomintang a worthy ally. When Michael Borodin took his 
post as adviser to Sun Yat-sen in the fall of the same year, he 
~arne not as a representative of the Communist International 

.As-o_:k with the Chinese Communist Party, but as adviser 
claimediUomintang delegated by the Political Bureau of the 
held by c\t Party of the Soviet Union. This distinction was 
further dec~rely formal. Borodin's job was to reorganize and 
representatl\life into the Kuomintang. All efforts-primarily 
new treaty <!?hinese Communists-had to be concentrated now 
who were si 
military, to i~ndent political perspecti~es of the Communist 

ieared from the calculatiOns of the moment . 
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"..In so far as the independent working-class movement in the 
country is weak," decided the Executive Committee of the 
Comintern on January 12, 1923, "in so far as the central task 
confronting China is to carry out the national revolution 
against the imperialists and their feudal agents within the 
country, and in so far as the working class is directly interested 
in the solution of this national revolutionary problem but is not 
yet sufficiently differentiated as an absolutely independent force, 
the E.C.C.I. considers that it is•necessary to co-ordinate the 
activities of9:he Kuomintang and of the young Communist 
Par.ty of China."17 Proletarian independence was projected 
into the uncertain future, but the Chinese Communist Party 
was nevertheless "' not to merge " with the Kuomintang nor 
to " furl its own banne;." In practice, if the Communists 
had to give up the idea of functioning as the representatives of 
an " absolutely independent force " in favour of the " central 
task " of co-ordinating their activities with those of the 
Kuomintang, the result was necessarily a loss of their inde
pendence. The third conference of the Communist Party in 
June, 1923, silenced internal opposition to the Kuomintang 
entry and the slogan was raised : " All work to the Kuomin
tang ! " The conference manifesto declared that " the 
Kuomintang should be the central force of the national 
revolution and should stand in the leading position."18 

The course thus laid before the Communists led directly 
and unavoidably to the idea that the national struggle against 
imperialism preceded or temporarily postponed the struggle 
between the classes. The very idea that classes with opposing 
interests could unite in a single party was based on the assump
tion that imperialism temporarily welded the interests of the 
various classes instead of deepening the antagonism between 
them. It assumed that the bourgeoisie could and would play 
not only a revolutionary role, but the leading role in the 
national revolutionary movement. This was a radical shift 
from the broad line of strategy laid down by Lenin at the 
Second World Congress of the Comintern for it immediately 
canalized the Nationalist movement on to bourgeois-democratic 
lines and put an end to the political and organizational 
independence of the Communist Party. The latter from the 
outset, in 1923, recognized the " leading position" of the 
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Kuomintang. The Comintcrn did likewise and rationalized 
this blurring of class lines by developing the theory that the 
K uomintang was not the party of the bourgeoisie, but the party 
in which all classes united in common cause agairost the foreign 
interloper. This conception, first established in practice, soon 
made its way into the official documents of the Comintern and 
guided the whole future course of its strategy. 

Borodin set out to convince Sun Yat-sen that what the 
Kuomintang needed was a disciplined party organization with 
a powerful mass movement •behind it. When in November 
Chen Chiung-ming again threatened Canton where Sun had 
managed to re-establish himself, Borodin gave a concrete 
example of how a few promises could afouse the workers 
and peasants to the defence of the regime. The ease wi~h which 
Chen's threat was averted clinched Borodin's argument.19 

With Sun's support, Borodin drafted20 a programme based 
upon co-operation between the Kuomintang and the Soviet 
Union and the Communist Party, the idea of a militant anti
imperialist struggle, and a platform of liberal reforms for the 
workers and peasants. Borodin took over Sun's " equalization 
of rights in the land " and " restriction of capital," concretizing 
them only to the extent of a plank for a 25 per cent reduction 
in land rent and the promise of a labour code. 21 The new 
programme was adopted and the Kuomintang thoroughly 
reorganized at its first national congress in January, 1924. 
The day the congress opened Lenin died, a historical coin
cidence that did not lack its own irony, for the Soviet Union 
and the Communist International he had helped create were 
abandoning in China the idea of irreconcilable proletarian 
independence that was Lenin's richest legacy.* 

* The late Arthur Ransome gave an astute summary of the Comintern's 
contribution to the Chinese revolution when he wrote in February, 1927, that 
Russia taught the Kuomintang "how to turn Dr. Sun's pious programme of a 
raised standard ofliving for the workers into a stout weapon of offence and defence. 
Borodin may be said to have taught Dr. Sun to rely on classes rather than on 
individuals after having taught him to rely on a party instead of on himself. 
Borodin could show how the Revolution of 1905 was brought about by the work
men ... for the benefit of the Russian bourgeoisie. He could show how agrarian 
revolution in France . . . crushed the feudal lords for the benefit of the French 
bourgeoisie. . . . These are dangerous weapons, but no other could have brought 
about the result achieved. In bringing these weapons into active operation the 
obvious agents to use were the Chinese Communists, and on them will fall the 
heaviest blows if and when the Chinese revolution finds it necessary to blunt them." 
- Th£ Chinese Pu;;;z/e1 London, 1927, 
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The Kuomintang was organizationally transformed into a 
rough copy of the Russian Bolshevik Party and Bolshevik . 
methods of agitation and propaganda were introduced. To 
correct the dependence on feudally-minded militarists which 
had hitherto been one of the Kuomintang's chief weaknesses, 
the Russians founded in May, 1924, the Whampoa Military 
Academy to lay the basis for a corps of officers for a new 
Nationalist army. This academy was supplied and run with 
Russian funds. 22 Before long shiploads of Soviet arms were 
coming intocCanton harbour to reed the armies which rallied 
to the new banner as soon as the Kuomintang began to display 
the strength with which the activities of the Comintern and the 
Communist Partycendowed it. 

In accordance with th~ demands of their work within the 
Kuomi~tang, which now began to develop swiftly, the Com
munists limited themselves to the slogans and demands of the 
bourgeois national revolution, and these were naturally limited 
by the interests of the Chinese bourgeoisie. The cadres of the 
Communist Party, recruited first mainly from among students 
and later in increasing measure from the ranks of the skilled 
workers, were educated in a purely bourgeois-national revolu
tionary, not proletarian revolutionary, sense. Their activities 
and their propaganda were restricted to achieving the purely 
anti-militarist and anti-imperialist aims acceptable to the 
bourgeoisie. This fact converted the Communist Party into 
a Left-wing appendage of the Kuomintang. 

Communists were distinguished from " pure " Kuomintang 
members not by the profound ideological gulf that lay between 
Marxism and the vague populism of Sun Yat-sen, nor by any 
difference in programme, for the whole movement was carried 
forward under the banner of Sun Yat-sen's Three People's 
Principles and nothing more.* They were distinguished 
from the upper ranks of the Kuomintang by the fact that they 
alone brought to the Party and the movement the heroism, 

* In 1924 Sun attempted to reconcile his doctrines with the ideas of Com
munism, identifying the latter with his own principle of the" people's livelihood." 
The resultant muddle confused many of his own disciples and does not make for 
easy reading. He remained true, how<:ver, to the fundamental bourgeois principle 
of the inviolability of private property. For an ably documented study of the 
evolution of Sun's ideas, see Shu-chin Tsui, " The Influence of the Canton
Moscow Entente upon Sun Yat-sen's Political Philosophy," The Chinese Social and 
Political Science Review, Peiping, April, July, October, 1934· 
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~elf-sacrifice, and Communist enterprise which sprang frorg,. 
their devotion to the workers' and peasants' cause they believed 
they were serving. The Communists, advancing at no time 
any political perspective of their own nor appearing at any 
time before the masses under their own name and banner, 
tirelessly poured the steel of organization and mass power 
into the Kuomintang mould. In the initial stages, however, 
the ultimate significance of this fact was partially concealed 
by the spectacular growth of t:W.e mass movement. For neither 
the tactics of the Communists nor the require~nts of the 
Kuomintang brought the mass movement into being. Condi
tions for its rise were embedded like ore in rock in the existing 
structure of Chinese social organization. • 

In foreign-owned and Chinese factories in Canton, Sha11ghai, 
Hankow, Tientsin, and other cities, factory workers lived and 
toiled in conditions comparable only to the helotry of workers 
in England in the early stages of the industrial revolution. 
Men, women, and children toiled, as they still do, for I2, I4, 

and I 6 hours for wages as low as eight cents a day without the 
most elementary guarantees for their safety or the slightest pro
visions for human hygiene. A vicious apprentice system 
provided small producers and shopkeepers with an inex
haustible supply of child labour working daily up to I 8 and 
20 hours in return for a bowl of rice and a board to sleep on. 
From such conditions of labour, employers, especially the 
foreigners with their superior technique, could extract the 
maximum surplus value and more, for the life of a labourer 
was cheap and no one knows the mortality rate in China. 23 

Against these conditions the Chinese workers, their ranks 
swelling with the growth of industry, soon took up cudgels. 

The organized labour movement began to take form immedi
after the Great War. Strikes had begun to occur even 

the May 4 movement in Igig. In I920 the Mechanics 
staged the first large-scale strike, and in I922 

seamen electrified the entire country by win
strike victory over the British imperialists, 

nition of their union and sizable wage in
strikes laid the groundwork for a rapid flow 

unions. ln May, I922, the first national labour 
in Canton under the triumphant leadership of 
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.&he seamen. The conference united the delegates of 23o,ooo 
organized workers. Under the pressure of this new and 
powerful force, Sun Yat-sen's Kwangtung Government revised 
the penal code to legalize union organization and the path was 
cleared for further growth.25 

In Central and North China the fight for higher wages and 
for the right to organize and bargain collectively was also 
beginning. Chief of these struggles was that waged by the 
workers of the Peking-Hankow Railway culminating in the 
massacre o? February 7, I923, at Chengchow, Honan. Wu 
Pei-fu, the reigning militarist in North China, ordered his 
soldiers to break up an organization conference. Sixty workers 
were murdered. • This repression only temporarily checked 
the efforts of the railway· workers to secure a national organiza
tion. Almost a year later to the day the National Conference 
of Railway Workers took place and a national committee 
was formed to carry on the fight for " improvement of our 
conditions, respect for our fate, education for us and our 
children, the right to form individual unions, to forge solidarity 
among all railway workers."26 

In Shanghai by the beginning of 1923, there were already 
40,000 workers organized into 24 unions. The battle front 
rapidly widened. In I9I8, there were 25 recorded strikes 
involving less than Io,ooo workers. In I922, there were 
gi strikes involving some ISO,ooo workers in all parts of the 
country.27 The movement grew with astonishing rapidity 
and militancy. On May Day, I924, wo,ooo workers marched 
through the streets of Shanghai and twice that number in 
Canton. Contemporary reports describe how in Wuchang, 
Hanyang, and Hankow, despite rigid martial law, red flags 
appeared over working-class quarters. The traditional May_..) 
Day slogan, the eight-hour day, thrilled workers who had '}"' 
begun to dream of working I 4 instead of I 6, I 2 instead 
10 instead of I 2 hours a day. 

" Eight hours of work, eight hours of educatio 
tion, eight hours of rest-how reasonable this pr 
ran the leaflets of the day. "For forty years th 
has poured out .its blood for its realization. T 
when proletarians are but cannon fodder for th 
will not cede but to Revolution ? Then they sh 
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" Remember to-day, fellow-workers, that you are men, just 
as the bosses are. Demand then that you be treated as me~ 
Organize ! Numbers give strength ! Comrades will extend 
to you their hand ! " They marched through the streets 
singing new songs : " Work shall be a pleasure, our offering 
to Fraternity. We shall be called to it by the bells of Liberty. 
Join hands and sing--' Long Live the Workers ! ' "29 

It is clear that by the time the Kuomintang was reorganized 
in rg24, the proletarians of Qhina were already rising to their 
feet and organizing themselves in a movemclltt strikingly 
characterized by its militancy and courage, It was inoculated 
too with a healthy spirit of scepticism and ~uspicion of bourgeois 
"allies," too soon to be stifled by the demanes ofthe Kuomin
tang-Communist alliance. On May•Day, rg24, Sun J'at-sen 
told the Canton workers : " The difference between the 
Chinese workers and foreign workers lies in the fact that the 
latter are oppressed only by their own capitalists and not by 
those of other countries. . . . The Chinese workers are as yet 
not oppressed by Chinese capitalists. . . . They are oppressed 
by foreign capitalists." 30 Similar statements were made by a 
Kuomintang speaker at the first conference of transport workers 
of the Pacific held at Canton the next month. Of this con
ference G. Voitinsky, Comintern delegate in China, who was 
destined to play a large role in yoking the labour movement to 
bourgeois leadership, wrote : " The delegates of the Chinese 
railway workers, who had travelled thousands of miles, illegally, 
to attend the conference, with vivid memories of the bloody 
events of the Peking-Hankow strikes and the shooting of workers 
in May of this year, and also the Javanese comrades, constituted 
the Left wing of the conference. They gave a cold and dubious 
reception to the declaration of the responsible representative 
of the Kuomintang who called upon the workers to form a 
united front with the peasants and intellectuals, but not under 
the hegemony of the proletariat. The Javanese comrades, 
who had also experienced a big and serious railway strike in 
May last year and who detached a considerable Left wing from 
the Pan-Moslem organization, Saraket Islam, joined in the 
appeal for a united anti-militarist front, but under the leader
ship of the real revolutionary organizations in which there is 
sufficient Communist infiucncc." 31 Voitinsky and his friends 
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soon taught the Chinese workers how to receive responsible 
;'Cpresentatives of the Kuomintang properly. 

The peasants, too, had begun to hammer out organizational 
weapons of their own. The modern Chinese peasant move
ment was cradled in Haifeng, in the East River districts of 
Kwantung, by Peng Pai, one of the most striking and heroic 
figures of the Chinese Revolution. Son of a wealthy Haifeng 
landlord, Peng Pai became a school teacher in his native village. 
He was one of the first Communists and he soon tried to make • his way am001g the peasants with his ideas. Dismissed from his 
school for staging a May Day demonstration of his pupils in 
1921, Peng went out into the country-side to arouse the 
peasants to the n~ed for organization. The story of his early 
rebuffs0 his first success~s, and the initial struggles of the 
Haifeng Peasant Union, he has himselfleft behind in a precious 
sheaf of personal notes and reminiscences. 32 First received by 
the peasants with mistrust and hostility-was he not the son of 
a landlord ?-Peng Pai finally fired the imaginations of a few 
peasant lads. By combining conjuring tricks and a gramophone 
with speeches on how to win freedom from the oppression of 
the landlords, Peng and his little group of young comrades 
finally won the confidence of the peasants. After that the first 
Peasant Association was formed, grew swiftly, and almost at 
once had its first baptism of fire under the attack of Chen 
Chiung-ming's soldiers. 

Thus begun, the organization spread rapidly to the neigh
bouring districts, and the framework of a Provincial Peasant 
Association was set up before the middle of 1923. "It is not 
true," ran one of the manifestoes of the new body, " that the 
landowners' land was acquired by purchase. The fathers and 
the grandfathers of the present landowners took it by force 
from the peasants. Even supposing that it was bought, it was 
paid for only once while the landlords have received rent for it 
annually for hundreds and thousands of years. . . . The 
landowners receive the greater part of the harvest without 
doing any work. How much money and sweat have we and 
our peasant forefathers expended on this land ! " 33 These 
were simple phrases. They described a situation which the 
peasants had been taught was immutable and endowed with 
the sanctions of Heaven. When the peasant unionists suggested 
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it could be changed by their own efforts-and proceeded t<;}.. 
prove that it could be-it was as though the world had changed 
its face. Heaven seemed to have smiles for the peasants as 
well as for the landlords. These ideas seeped quickly through 
the country-side like rain into the earth. Rapidly they bore 
fruit. Peasant struggles against the landlords and against all 
the forces of the magistrates, the police, and the soldiers, multi
plied throughout the East River districts and ignited similar 
conflicts in the west and nortp of the province. Demands for 
reduction of land rent passed almost immedia~ly over to 
demands for its complete abolition. Even in 1923, in Kaoyao 
district, " some of the unionist farmers had the courage to 
refuse to pay rentals to the landowners, and~he latter had to 
resort to the army and police to ma~e collections." 34 .Sharp 
skirmishes were fought in every case. The peasant movement 
was launched. By the time the Kuomintang was reorganized 
in 1924, it was well under way. 

To workers and peasants alike the Kuomintang programme, 
carried into the factories and out into the country by the 
Communists, seemed to offer a clear opportunity to better 
the conditions of their life through fighting organizations. 
Naturally, they made the Kuomintang's enemies their own, 
and there were many to be fought and overcome before the 
Kuomintang could claim to be the governing power, not 
only of Kwangtung province, but of the city of Canton itself. 
In the summer of 1924 Kuomintang rule in Canton was 
challenged by the Merchants' Volunteers, armed and financed 
by the British and by the wealthy compradores of Hong Kong 
and Canton. It was organized by Chen Lim-pak, chief com
pradore for the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corpora
tion, chief British financial institution in the Far East. On 
August 10, Sun Yat-sen .seized a boatload of arms consigned 
to Chen and prepared, after considerable vacillation and delay, 
to suppress the armed corps that threatened his rule. 

On August 26, the British Consul-General delivered a 
virtual ultimatum which threatened British naval intervention 
in the event of an attack on the Merchants' Volunteers. Sun 
protested to Britain's Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay 
Macdonald, whose silence proved that the reforms promised 
by the Labour Party did not include any modification of British 
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jmperialist policy. Sun wired, too, to the League of Nations, 
but that institution of world peace did not quite see where it 
was concerned and it, too, remained silent. Finally, in October, 
a force composed of Whampoa cadets, workers' battalions, and 
peasant guards descended on the Merchants' Volunteers, and 
after a brief but sharp battle defeated and disarmed them. 
The British river gunboats did not carry out their threats. 35 

Four months later, in February, 1925, Canton was threatened 
by Chen Chiung-ming, Sun Y.at-sen's former militarist ally 
who still &joyed military control over a large part of the 
province. The Kuomintang forces carried the fight into his 
own East River strongholds. Chen Chiung-ming was rendered 
helpless by the i!ctivities of the peasants in Haifeng, Lufeng, 
Huiy<wg, and Wuhua: who demoralized his defences by 
attacking his rear, cutting his lines of communications,' and 
seizing his supplies. Peasants of Tungwan, Siapen, and 
neighbouring districts fought side by side with the Kuomintang 
troops and also functioned as guides, spies, and transport 
corps. Against this offensive which seemed to rise against him 
from all sides in his own territory, Chen was impotent. He 
was forced to fall back and give up his plan for an attack on 
Canton. 36 

On May Day, I925, Canton witnessed an impressive demon
stration of the phenomenal growth of the workers' and peasants' 
movement when the Second National Labour Conference and 
the First Provincial Assembly of the peasant associations 
simultaneously convened. The labour conference brought 
together 230 delegates of 57o,ooo organized workers in all the 
principal cities of China. 37 The peasant associations were still 
confined to 22 hsien (counties) in Kwangtung, but there were 
nevertheless I I 7 delegates representing I 8o,ooo peasant 
unionists. 38 Jointly the worker and peasant delegates, accom
panied by thousands of Canton workers and peasants who 
poured into the city from the surrounding country-side, 
paraded through the flag-decked streets of the city in the 
first gigantic demonstration of worker-peasant solidarity ever 
staged in Chinese history. Hard of hand and brown of face, 
they marched to the assembly halls of various Canton schools 
and colleges which were thrown open to them for their ten-day 
sessions. Students and political workers addressed their 
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meetings. They heard for the first time of the new mechanica!,.. 
implements whose use promised a lightening of their toil. 
They wandered through class-rooms and libraries. They got 
their first dazzling glimpse of the world from which centuries 
of labour and sweat had relentlessly cut them off. 

A few weeks later, the streets of Canton again rang with 
rifle and machine-gun fire. Canton was still then under the 
military control of the Yunnanese generals, Yang Hsi-min and 
Liu Chen-han, who hoped, li~e many others, to derive advan
tage for themselves from co-operation with the N.uomintang. 
But the gulf between them and the mass movement was too 
great for them to straddle. Once again the Whampoa cadets 
and armed workers fought side by side. The-result was a fore
gone conclusion. The Yunnanese ttoops were dem~alized 
and scattered and the generals expelled from the city. Peasants 
in the West River districts completed the job by cutting off the 
retreating remnants and effectively removing them from the 
scene after a brief, sharp engagement at Kiangtun. 39 Mean
while a new thunderous voice was roaring out of Shanghai. 
The high tide of the mass movement was only just coming in. 

Shanghai workers had launched their drive against the slave
labour conditions which prevailed, particularly in the cotton 
mills. A series of hammer-like strikes during the early months 
of 1925 were conducted for wage increases and against the 
brutality of foremen, especially in the Japanese mills. The 
shooting down of striking workers in Tsingtao and the murder 
of a Chinese worker by a Japanese foreman in Shanghai 
brought mass resentment boiling to the surface. It vibrated 
along the line of march in Shanghai's streets when students 
and workers joined in a demonstration of protest. Several 
were arrested and the demonstrators marched to the police 
station to demand the release of their comrades. A panic
stricken British officer shouted orders to fire. Students fell 
writhing to the ground. Tweive of them died. It was the 
afternoon of May 30. 

The effect was swift, tumultuous, electric. Shanghai, the 
great imperialist stronghold with its foreign banks and mills, 
was paralysed by a general strike which even drew Chinese 
servants from the homes of foreigners. Like a giant awakened, 
the seemingly inert mass of Chinese toilers rose with a rumble 
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that struck fear into the hearts of employers, Chinese and 
foreign alike, and passed beyond the seas to shake the doors 
of imperialist chancelleries. Arrogant foreigners, for decades 
accustomed to regarding Chinese toilers as just so many dirty 
but docile and necessary pack animals, blanched when this 
unrecognizable mass rose and shook its mighty fist in their 
faces. The tie-up was so complete that "it was difficult for 
foreigners to do anything except serve as part of the local 
defence units."4o • 

The rising> was country-wide. Incomplete statistics collected 
by a labour investigator recorded I 35 strikes arising directly 
out of the May 30 shootings, involving nearly 40o,ooo workers 
from Canton an~ Hong Kong in the south to Peking in the 
north. 4~ The May 30 mcrssacre in Shanghai was soon followed 
by shootings in Hankow and Canton. At Hankow on June r I, 

a landing party of British sailors opened fire on a demonstration 
of workers, killing 8 and wounding I 2. 42 In Canton, Chinese 
seamen employed on British lines walked out on June r8, 
and three days later were joined by practically all the Chinese 
workers employed by foreign firms in Hong Kong and Shameen, 
the Canton foreign concession area. On June 23, a demon
stration of students, workers, and military cadets paraded 
through the streets of Canton. When they passed the Shakee 
Road Bridge, British and French machine-gunners on the 
concession side of the creek opened fire on the marchers. 
Fifty-two students and workers were killed and I I 7 wounded.* 

A boycott of British goods and a general strike were imme
diately declared. Hong Kong, fortress of British imperialism 
in China, was laid prostrate. Not a wheel turned. Not a bale 
of cargo moved. Not a ship left anchorage. More than 
Ioo,ooo Hong Kong workers took the unprecedented action 
of evacuating the city and moved en masse to Canton. The 
strike, which brought all foreign commercial and industrial 
activity to an abrupt stop, drew 250,000 workers out of all the 
principal trades and industries of Hong Kong and Shameen. 43 

* The foreigners claimed in justification that they were fired upon first. They 
had a difficult time trying to prove it. The section of the demonstration passing 
the bridge when shooting began was composed entirely of students and workers 
who were marching unarmed. And the fact remains that only two foreigners were 
killed in the affair whereas fifty-two Chinese were killed by the murderous machine-
gun fire which swept across the bridge. · 
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In Canton the workers cleaned out gambling and opium den~ 
and converted them into strikers' dormitories and restaurants. 
An army of 2000 pickets was recruited from among the 
strikers and an impassable barrier was thrown around Hong 
Kong and Shameen. The movement was superbly organized. 
Every fifty strikers named a representative to a Strikers' 
Delegates' Conference which in turn nominated thirteen men 
to function as an ex<:cutive committee. Under the auspices 
of this working-class body, th' first embryo Soviet in China, a 
hospital and seventeen schools for men and woJllten workers 
and for their children were established and maintained. 
Special committees handled funds and contributions, the 
auctioning of confiscated goods, and the k<!eping of records. 
A strikers' court was set up which trled offenders agawst the 
boycott or other disturbers of public order. 44 

Police and judicial functions devolved upon the striker
pickets, who performed these duties with charactefistic prole
tarian despatch and vigilance. The picket barrier was tight 
as a drum. "The boycott against British goods in Canton," 
wrote a foreign observer, " is controlled by a strike committee 
which operates through pickets whose work it is to prevent 
breaches .... Wherever in Kwangtung there is a highway 
for the transfer of goods, the pickets are present, ready to 
examine cargo, to open packages, to search individuals ... . 
Foreigners as well as Chinese are subjected to search ... . 
The strikers' rule is that no goods, not even foodstuffs, are to 
be taken to and from the Shameen. . . . If there is an infrac
tion of the boycott, the guilty person is brought before the 
strikers' tribunal for punishment. . . . The boycott is com
plete .... (It) must be regarded as a war on Hong Kong 
and Great Britain and the pickets as the soldiers in that war. 
There is no other possible interpretation of the completeness 
and ruthlessness with which it is carried out." 45 The task 
of covering all lines of communication along the Kwangtung 
coast and at all ports was carried out with the co-operation of 
the peasant associations. Peasant pickets patrolled the coast 
at Swatow, Haifeng, Pingshang, and other points, to make the 
blockade complete. 46 

Shameen, with its isolated little colony of bitter, fuming, 
vindictive foreigners, was cut off from all contact with the rest 
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~f Canton. Pickets rigidly guarded all entrances to the con
cessions. Only occasional ships coming up from Hong Kong, 
mainly warships or British vessels manned by volunteer foreign 
crews, kept it supplied with the bare necessities of life. British 
communities in other cities suffered the same fate. " More 
food must come from Hong Kong-no fresh milk here. The 
Club is empty, servants gone," plaintively reported a Swatow 
Briton to the North China Daily News. 47 

The strikers enjoyed the spect~cle of the haughty foreigners 
doing their 9wn cooking and washing. Under strike conditions 
the removal of refuse was apparently not all that it might have 
been, for the strikers changed the Chinese name of Hong Kong 
from Shiang Kong (fragrant harbour) to Tzo Kong (stinking 
harbOly), and as the sttike and boycott strangled the rich 
British colony, they began to call it Sze Kong (dead 
harbour). 48 

" An attack has been made upon us, as representing the 
existing standards of civilization, by the agents of disorder and 
anarchy ! " cried the Governor of Hong Kong. 49 " Disorder 
and anarchy" were costing the standard-bearers of civilization 
some £250,000 or two million dollars in Chinese currency 
daily. 50 " The number of British steamers which entered into 
the harbour of Canton ... from August to December, 1924, 

varied between 240 and 160 each month," reported an official 
of the British Chamber of Commerce. " During the corre
sponding period of 1925 the number varied between 27 and 
2." 51 Demands for armed intervention in defence of" civiliza
tion " were shouted loudly from Hong Kong's forsaken 
house-tops. " Responsible British and Chinese residents 01 

Hong Kong are convinced that intervention by the British 
Government and local action is imperative .... " Otherwise 
"it is hopeless to expect the Ganton anti-Reds to succeed 
without British assistance." Prompt military action, it was 
urged, could " easily place alternative and friendly Chinese 
authorities in power at Canton." 52 

But Whitehall saw more wisely than the over-heated and 
hysterical gentlemen in Hong Kong and other ports that 
" alternative and friendly Chinese " could be better won 
without the direct use of British armed forces. There was 
probably not a militarist or a bandit leader in K wangtung 
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province who did not in this period see the colour of British...,.
money and who did not in return raid the picket lines or 
organize military opposition to the Canton regime. 

However, the strike and boycott continued unbroken. 
On the strength of the mass movement the Kuomintang was 
able to consolidate its power and at the end of June organize 
a National Government. In September, Kuomintang troops, 
supported by the peasant associations on both sides of the 
fighting line, finally cleared ClJ.en Chiung-ming from the East 
River districts, despite the heavy financial and ~terial aid 
given him by Hong Kong. 53 During the remaining months 
of 1925, Southern Kwangtung was cleared of the last hostile 
militarist clements. The Kuomintang was su~reme in Kwang-
W~ • • 

Thus in less than two years a mighty mass movement had 
lifted the Kuomintang from the depths of political sterility 
and impotence to a position of power and prestige which 
enabled it to challenge all the forces which stood in the way 
of its supremacy. Having unified Kwangtung, it was able 
to look northward toward the vast array of enemies in Central 
and North China who watched its growing strength with un
concealed trepidation. All this the Kuomintang had achieved 
thanks only to the mass movement of the workers and. peasants, 
and the mass movement was able to develop its power and 
cohesion only through the enterprise and initiative of the 
Chinese Communists. A mighty weapon had now been forged. 
How it was to be wielded and who would wield it were the 
questions that now pushed themselves forward on to the order 
of the day. The mass movement had stirred all layers of Chinese 
society into action. Quickly the classes grouped into new 
alignments. The iron realities of class struggle forced their 
way into the open arena. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CANTON: TO WHOM THE POWER? 

Sun Y at-sen used to be foll.P of saying that there were 
neithe:rO rich nor poor in China-only the poor and less 

poor. Had he lived a little longer (he died in March, 1925), 
he would have seen what happens when the desire of the 
" poor " to becotne " less poor " clashes with the ambition of 
the" .!,ess poor" to becdme richer. He would have seen how, 
with a logic as relentless as time itself, the so-called " anti
imperialist united front" constituted in the Kuomintang 
resolved itself into irreconcilably divided camps, the masses 
of the incredibly poor against the handfuls· of comfortably 
" less poor." He would have seen a massive demonstration 
of a social fact which he had died without recognizing-the 
class struggle. For as the mass movement rose steadily to higher 
levels, as it grew in extent and intensity, all the class issues it 
evoked W!fre driven to the forefront. The worker could not be 
expected long to continue making a formal distinction between 
the Chinese employer and the foreign. Nor could the peasant 
be expected to remain satisfied with meagre promises or to 
refrain from taking action in his own interest. Against the 
workers who soon overstepped these limits, all the forces of 
property, the employers of labour, and the owners of land, 
rapidly took up the counter-offensive. 

Naturally the Chinese bourgeoisie preferred compromise 
with the foreigners on a booty-sharing basis to the alternative 
which the growing mass movement seemed to suggest. This 
was true of the interests of the ruling class as a whole. This did 
not mean it would·react uniformly. The whole social process 
was too greatly accelerated, the normal social balances too 
profoundly shaken by the intervention of the masses. Political 
crystallization of the classes was taking place simultaneously 
with the development of the struggle. The Chinese bourgeoisie 
was itself undergoing changes, and within this class this was 
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nowhere even and uniform. In the end the fundamental..-
community of interest of the various divisions of the Chinese 
ruling class would whip them into a common front against 
the menace of the exploited, for the basic aim of the national 
revolution from their point of view was the establishment of 
a new, stronger bourgeois power, more stable and more amen
able to control than the regime of the war lords, and more 
capable of commanding better terms from the imperialists 
who held the real reins ofpow~r. Yet, on the basis of differing 
immediate interests and gradations from cons<!-vative to 
radical within the bourgeois fold, the counter-offensive against 
the mass movement in 1925 deployed along varying and 
sometimes conflicting routes. • 

The compradores, the brokers for foreign capital, repreiented 
a powerful section of the bourgeoisie, whose interests, inter
twined with those of the imperialists, collided most directly 
with the Nationalist aims of their rivals, who dreamed of 
competing with the imperialists in industry and trade. This 
section of the population fought the new Nationalism from the 
outset, utilizing the old militarists and acting as the channel 
along which the imperialists backed the militarist defence of 
the status quo. In some cases, as in Canton in I 924, they 
organized their own fighting detachments and directly chal
lenged the Government of Sun Yat-sen. In general, however, 
the caste of old militarists, based upon tllelindlords in the 
country-side and the compradores in the towns, were the main 
instruments of this resistance. 

The political representatives of this section of the bourgeoisie 
were the oldest, most corruptly conservative, and therefore 
the most near-sighted, Right-wing elements of the old Kuomin
tang, who had long since become clerks and appendages to the 
war lords. They rejected from the outset the new tri-cornered 
policy of Sun Yat-sen, alliance with the Soviet Union, co
operation with the Communists, and mobilization of the masses. 
When the first congress of the Party adopted this course in 1924, 
they repudiated it and immediately organized an opposition 
for the avowed purpose of saving the Kuomintang from the 
perdition which they believed threatened it. They felt that the 
path to effective compromise with the foreign Powers was being 
irretrievably blocked. 
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~ " Since the admission of the Communists into the Kuomin
tang," ran one of their manifestoes, "their propaganda about 
overthrowing the imperialists of Great Britain, France, the 
United States, and Japan is aimed at the destruction of the 
international good will of the Kuomintang. . . . Their inten
tion is to obliterate the Kuomintang." 1 Various organizations 
for " saving the Party " sprang up. Their members attached 
themselves to the entourages of the reactionary militarists in 
North China and Manchuria. They scurried between Peking, 
Tientsin, SRanghai, and Hong Kong, organizing, propagandiz
ing, intriguing, and conspiring. After Sun Y at-sen died, they 
soon raised the slogan of saving the purity of SunYat-senism 
from the " BolsRevism " of the epigones, and one of their 
princi~al groupings too~ the name " Sun Yat-senist Society." 
In November, 1925.1 they gath~~cl_ for <:1. conference in the 
Westem Hills, j"Llst outside of Pekin& and from thaf meeting 
took the name by which they were subsequently known-the 
Western Hills Conference group. They considered themselves 
the guardians of the policy ot compromise with the imperialist 
Powers. In practice they served the purpose of keeping clear 
the path to such compromise against the day when it would 
become more propitious. 

The foreigners, on their part, were rocked to their heels by 
the impact of the mass movement. Signs of their willingness 
to co-operate with the Chinese bourgeoisie on a compromise 
basis were not long in coming forth. In the beginning they 
seemed to believe that the freebooting methods of the Opium 
Wars and the Boxer days would suffice. But the more intel
ligent among them soon realized, with no small sense of shock, 
that the times had changed. The British threat to use force in 
support of the Merchants' Volunteers in Canton did not prevent 
the smashing of that reactionary force a few months later. 
The rattle of imperialist gun-fire the next year at Shanghai, 
Tsingtao, Hankow, and Canton, far from cowing the Chinese, 
only laid bare the culture in which the germs of revolt seemed 
to thrive. Foreign bullets sown in Chinese soil brought 
springing to life thousands and tens of thousands of new 
revolutionary recruits. Without forsaking their strong-arm 
policy, the Powers sought supplementary outlets by lending 
active support to every available anti-Nationalist force. We 
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have already seen how during the East River Wars in 1925,...,.... 
Hong Kong openly fed Chen Chiung-ming with munitions and 
cash. C'nfortunately for them, General Chen paid no divi
dends. When the pro-Nationalist Kuominchun ("People's 
Army") ofFeng Yu-hsiang in the north launched an offensive 
against the Manchurian war lord, Chang Tso-lin, late in 1925, 
Japanese arms and money bolstered up the defences. When the 
revolt of Kuo Sung-lin, one of Chang's subordinates, made his 
position almost untenable, Japanese military forces were thrown 
into the breach2 and the anti-Chang offensiv! smashed, 
putting an end for some time to the further growth of 
.:-.J ationalist tendencies in North China. 

Appeals for solidarity between foreign and ~hinese exploiters 
began to be heard. " We know by long years of f»iendly 
association with you that you do not sympathize with the rioters 
and strikers," said the arch-imperialist North China Daily News 
to Shanghai's men of property at the height of the Shanghai 
general strike. It called upon them to show that they had 
" no fellowship with the unfruitful workers of anarchy and 
ruin. . . . How long this threat to your peace, your welfare, 
and your safety is to last depends largely on you. . . . 3 The 
foreigners hastened to show that they were prepared to discuss 
compromises of a concrete character designed to bolster their 
puppet Peking Government against the Nationalist threat. 
Arrangements made at the Washington Conference in 1922 
to take up the questions of Chinese tariff rights and extra
territoriality, long unimplemented, were hastily revived. In 
October, 1925, a special tariff conference opened at Peking 
which ended by promising tariff autonomy to China by January 
r, 1929. At the end of the year an international commission 
on extra-territoriality was formed to assist in bringing about 
legislative and judicial reforms which, in the terms of the 
Washington resolution, "would warrant the several Powers in 
relinquishing, either progressively or otherwise, their respective 
rights of extra-territoriality." Early in rg26, Britain sent out 
a special commission to decide upon the allotment of the 
British share of the Boxer Indemnity Funds. Thus from these 
several strings the Powers dangled hopes and promises before 
the Chinese bourgeoisie. 

They found a growing response. The rising strike wave 
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c:::... had not confined itself to foreign enterprises alone. Even 
Chinese " liberals " of the type who were willing to admit that 
the labour movement had " created a nation-wide social 
consciousness which is essential toward the building of a new 
and vigorous republic " watched uneasily the movement's 
" foolish excesses, like the rapid increase of strikes in China's 
industries." 4 That the labour movement was useful was 
gingerly acknowledged. Had it not already wrung from the 
foreigners the promise of conciliatory compromise ? But the 
feeling, ne\?ertheless, grew that " it is one thing to utilize the 
workers . . . but quite another to let them bite off more than 
they can chew." It was a good thing to enjoy" the benefits of 
strong organized' labour"-" but too much of a good thing 
is oft® harmful." 5 • 

It was cause for rejoicing when the workers struck heavy 
blows at the strongholds of the foreign capitalists. It was 
quite another thing when the workers, Sun Yat-sen to the 
contrary notwithstanding, failed to make the desirable distinc
tion between foreign and Chinese employers. This deplorable 
lack of discrimination soon made the Chinese factory-owner 
realize that he was in much the same boat as his foreign rival. 
Every advance in the working-class movement brought this 
into sharper relief. Moreover, the ties that bound the weakling 
Chinese industrialists to the boot-straps of the foreigners were 
only too painfully apparent. In Shanghai, the principal 
industrial centre of the country, Chinese factories were even 
dependent upon a foreign power plant for their electricity. 
When the general strike followed the events of May 30, 1925, 
the foreigners retaliated by cutting off the power and stopping 
all wheels in Chinese-owned factories. This brought the 
gentlemen of the Chinese Chamber of Commerce quickly to 
their knees. They flocked to the council chambers of the 
foreigners with drastic modifications of the sweeping economic 
and political demands originally put forward by the striking 
workers. Readily they laid the basis for an entente between 
themselves and the foreigners. Their own profits depended 
upon such a compromise. They choked off the flow of funds 
that poured in for the strikers' support. Gradually the back 
of the strike was broken. At the end of the summer the 
Fengtien military, who had assumed control of Shanghai, m 
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co-operation with the foreign settlement authorities and with _. 
the ful1 sanction and support of the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce, closed down the Shanghai General Labour 
Union, raided and sealed some hundred and twenty workers' 
clubs and other organizations. The strike wave in Shanghai 
was temporarily stifled and remained so during the winter 
months of 1925-6. 

During this period the flirtation between foreign and Chinese 
men of property became more ~udacious. There was no diffi
culty about the preliminaries. Both sides organTzed their 
own anti-Communist leagues, published violent anti-Com
munist propaganda, and pounded their chests on public plat
forms. " I appeal to you to save for China the }1riceless heritage 
of its ancient civilization ! " cried a British Mr. Jones. 6 • The 
devotion of these gentry to the heritage of China's past was 
genuinely moving. 

Board chairmen counted up their fading earnings and to 
their shareholders said : " It is to be hoped that the authorities 
will in future take drastic steps to curb the activities of pro
fessional agitators." 7 What they meant by "drastic steps" 
was demonstrated on the afternoon of March I 8, I 926, in Peking 
when the troops of Tuan Chi-jui, head of the Government, 
opened fire on a student demonstration, killing scores of boys 
and girls who were protesting Tuan's readiness to submit to 
a foreign ultimatum concerning the demilitarization of Tientsin 
harbour. 8 The massacre was the Peking backdrop for an 
unusual scene in Shanghai. 

At the Majestic Hotel there that night, the members of the 
foreign Municipal Council sat down to dine with the pillars 
of Shanghai Chinese bourgeois society. The event was called 
" another milestone in the history of Shanghai." It was 
" the first time in the history of this municipality when any 
such gathering has taken place." 9 It was indeed an unac
customed role for these arrogant foreigners, used to sending 
Chinese of all classes around to the backdoors of their clubs. 
For the Chinese present-bankers, brokers, merchants, and 
officials-the smooth flattery of the barbarians was gloss to 
their vanity. "We, your hosts," said the American chairman, 
speaking for his British and Japanese colleagues, " count 
ourselves fortunate in having been able to secure the attendance 
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-.. of so distinguished a company of Chinese gentlemen. . . 
We have with us a representative gathering of the men wh<? 
mould and guide that vast and wonderful force known a• 
public opinion."lo 

The speaker, Stirling Fessenden, came directly to the point. 
The authorities saw trouble ahead and it was necessary " to 
devise counter-measures." Force might have to be used, but 
this method had its drawbacks. Its use might "quickly lead 
to an international situation ~f extreme gravity. This has 
happened9:>efore." Attempts at arbitration " would probably 
end in failure." The workers of Shanghai, it seems, were the 
gullible victims of " third parties " who lured them from the 
security of their"' factories. Why not, then, take advantage of 
the 'i, extreme credulousness of the Chinese working classes 
... why not take advantage of it--for their good and for 
ours? Why not set up a different kind ofleadership from that 
to which they had been accustomed- -a leadership they would 
be inclined to follow at least as readily as any other ? . . . It 
needs, I suggest, men like some whom we have with us here 
to-night. . . . " 

"We are all fully aware of the exceedingly tense situation," 
rose Yu Ya-ching, banker and compradore, to reply. " ... It 
is no exaggeration to say that spontaneous combustion is apt to 
take place at the slightest provocation, which may quickly lead 
to a worse conflagration than that of last year. For our 
respective and common interests we must by all means prevent 
it." Time was short and drifting dangerous. "It is most 
important for us, through the combination of local initiative 
and concerted action on a national and international scale, to 
provide the earliest and most satisfactory settlement of our 
outstanding problems." Peace was desirable, said Yu bluntly, 
" but speaking frankly, we do not care to have it at ' any 
price.' " The foreigners had to give some recognition to the 
principles of" racial equality " and " sovereign rights." More 
specifically for the moment, they had to give the Chinese 
bourgeoisie a hand in the administration of Shanghai. 

Three weeks later the annual meeting of foreign ratepayers 
approved the participation, for the first time, of three Chinese 
members on the Shanghai Municipal Council. It was a 
bargain. 
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The " ~fajestic " dinner was a strikingly clear symbol of the 
basic attitude of the Chinese bourgeoisie toward the imperial
ists. They frankly fixed a price - and a modest one, too- -
and when it was met they openly proceeded together to organize 
resistance against the workers' movement. They consciously 
marshalled their joint forces and became increasingly conscious, 
alert, and deliberate in all their moves. Their influence was 
by no means confined to Shanghai and the north, but reached 
down into the heart of the N i-tionalist movement in Canton 
itself. w 

Your simple-minded men of money, Chinese and foreign 
alike, were prone to see nothing but red whenever they looked 
in the direction of Canton. Others, more acuter were beginning 
to become aware that the reality was- quite otherwise. • The 
foreigners had to learn a great deal in those harried months 
and the sharpest of them learned quickly. They had to 
understand that the solution lay not in the use of force on their 
own part, but in the class differentiations within the movement 
that seemed to threaten their interests. " The serious mistake 
made by foreigners," wrote one of them, "was to emphasize 
Communism as the cause of all the troubles in 1925 .... As 
long as anti-Communism was in any way identified with pro
foreignism, there was little hope of the better elements among 
the Chinese really opposing the Communists."11 The Chinese 
politicians and others with whom they were rapidly cementing 
new contacts had to teach their more obtuse associates that 
Canton, far from being of a single hue, in reality reflected all 
the colours in the class spectrum. The spectrum had to be 
broken down with the utmost care if the red was to be crowded 
from the screen. 

For at Canton, closest to the mass movement, class antagon
isms smouldered and grew. The old guard " Rights " of the 
Kuomintang had broken away because they believed that 
co-operation with the Communists would prevent compromise 
with the Powers. But at Canton, the so-called " Lefts," those 
who dared to use dangerous weapons, saw to the contrary that 
the mass movement would give them a mighty lever in bargain
ing with the imperialists. In the Communists they found 
the ready instruments of this policy. The result had been the 
organization of mass forces on a grand scale and the consolida-
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tion and strengthening of the Kuomintang regime in Kwang
tung. But the rise of this movement brought sharply on to the 
order of the day the question ofleadership. It had to be made 
certain that this mass movement would remain under the': 
control of the bourgeoisie. Thanks to the acquiescent policy 
of the Communists this was bloodlessly accomplished. To 
follow this process as it actually occurred, we need only plunge 
into the maze of intrigues and the clash of individual wills 
which composed the political.life of Canton, find and trace a 
single tluead, the career of Chiang Kai-shek. 

Chiang Kai-shek is another of those historical personalities 
who emerge from a class to lead it because their personal 
ambitions, baa:kground, and history fit them to serve the 
given needs of their clnss at a given historical moment. What 
Engels called an "endless array of contingencies," which we 
term chance because their inter-connections are so often 
untraceable, brings them forward when these needs arise. 
Reaching out for the values they deem desirable, be they on the 
one hand the satisfaction of participating in the building of a 
better world or, on the other hand, the lust for power, wealth, 
or " face," they fulfil the demands which their times make upon 
them. They are all part of the general design woven out of the 
clash of classes in society, but they help, too, to determine the 
quality and colour of the new patterns that constantly take 
form. What seems to be in the lives of such men an accumula
tion offortuitous chances corresponds in the end to inescapable 
historical necessities. Such a man, in his own time and place, 
was Chiang Kai-shek, whose ambition, fathered by ruthless 
cunning and an utter lack of scruple, brought him now to the 
centre of the Chinese political scene. 

Scion of a well-to-do Chekiang merchant family, Chiang 
Kai-shek was at the military school in Tokyo when the first 
revolution broke out in I g II. He hurried back to Shanghai 
where he joined the staff of General Chen Chi-mei. Under 
Chen's patronage Chiang met Sun Yat-sen. He also came 
into contact with Yu Ya-ching, the compradore, and Chang 
Ching-chiang, who was adding to the fortune his father had 
left him by engaging in banking and dealing in curios and bean
curd. Chiang became associated with Hwang Ching-yung, 
one of Shanghai's notorious underworld chieftains, and is 
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generally believed to have become a member at this time of the 
most powerful secret society and gang in Shanghai, the Green 
Circle. From these gangs, from the scum and riff-raff of the 
treaty ports, he recruited his soldiers. Gangsters, bankers, 
military men, murderers, crooks, smugglers, and brothel
keepers drew the original lines of the portrait the world was to 
come to know as Chiang Kai-shek. Far from being effaced 
as time passed, they deepened. In the years to come Chiang 
was destined to lean upon and be leaned upon by these early 
mentors. The flesh-pots of Shanghai apparently s1'1ited his 
taste and for a time we find him operating as a petty broker 
on the Shanghai Stock Exchange. Either through cupidity 
or ignorance-the records are not clear on this point-he 
was soon penniless and on the streets. • Chang Ching-ch~ng 
and his other sponsors helped him out of a situation which 
seems to have been exceedingly precarious. They made good 
some shady losses, lined his pockets, and shipped him off to 
Canton to link his fortunes with those of Sun Yat-sen. Few 
investments have ever paid greater dividends. 

After Sun Yat-sen established contact with the Soviet 
Government, he sent Chiang, who had meanwhile become a 
member of his staff, to Moscow to study Red Army methods 
and the Soviet system. Chiang left China in July, 1923, and 
remained in Russia for six months. Few in Moscow probably 
noticed the youthful, thin-lipped Chinese officer whose cold, 
beady black eyes probably noticed a great deal. Coming from 
a country overrun with hordes of mercenary soldiery, Chiang 
must have regarded the morale and methods of the Red Army 
with awe. He saw an army of the people rising out of revolu
tion and civil war and observed the integral connection between 
the army and the masses. He saw millions who had just 
thrown off the sodden garments of oppression and ignorance. 
If this gigantic spectacle stirred in him any response, any 
desire to help his own people rise out of the muck of centuries, 
nothing in his later career gives evidence of it. For him the 
things he observed were just so much capital that could be 
turned to his own account. He saw, perhaps, how the strength 
of an idea could call forth limitless sacrifices and loyalty. Above 
all, he saw the power of the masses as a political and military 
weapon. So Chiang returned to China with knowledge that 
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gave him an enormous advantage over his fellow-militarists. 
For as long as it suited him, he could now shout : " Long 
Live the World Revolution ! " This was the cry he had heard 
galvanize millions. It was a cry with which he hoped to build 
his own power. All his deeply-embedded class instincts warned 
him that it was a dangerous game to play ; but Chiang Kai
shek, if he was anything, was a gambler. He laid his stakes on 
the table and boldly plunged. 

On his return to Canton (\t the end of the year, Chiang 
became .;he dark-haired darling of Borodin and the Russian 
military advisers. When in May, 1924, the Whampoa Military 
Academy was established with Russian funds and under Russian 
auspices, Chia<ng, the only military man of rank who had 
beea to the Soviet Uhion and seen Soviet military methods 
at first hand, was the logical choice for director. Whampoa 
bred a new type of military man for China, but it also became 
the breeding-ground of Chiang's power. To it flocked some 
of the best youth of the land. From it came some of the sturdiest 
fighters of the revolution. But the growth of the mass move
ment, the rising power of the labour unions and the peasant 
associations, soon drove the dividing line of class through the 
ranks of Whampoa's cadets. In the early period, in the sup
pression of the Merchants' Volunteers in Canton, in the 
expeditions to the East River, in the war against the Yun
nanese generals, in the southern campaign, the Whampoa 
cadets distinguished themselves in the van of the fighting. 
Chiang was their military leader and each of these campaigns 
successively heightened his prestige, power, and influence, 
especially after the Whampoa cadets began to graduate and 
take their places as officers in the various military units. As the 
mass movement grew, however, particularly as the peasants 
began to use the weapons of organization to challenge the 
rights and privileges ofthe landlords, many of these young men, 
themselves the sons of landlord families, began to align them
selves against the masses and against the Communists. Within 
the ranks of the Whampoa cadets this class differentiation 
quickly took the organized forms which it had already assumed 
on the broader political stage. The Sun Yat-senist Society, 
already actively functioning in Central and North China, 
secured a firm foothold among the Whampoa cadets. The 
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Communist cadets and their more radical Kuomintang allies 
organized themselves into their own League of Military Youth. 
During the military campaigns in 1925 these two groups openly 
clashed on several occasions. Chiang Kai-shek endeavoured 
to maintain the balance between them, just as on the broader 
political scene he was already beginning to play a like role in 
relation to the Kuomintang and the Communist Party. When 
the armies got back to Canton after the second successful 
expedition to the East River in Qctober, 1925, Chiang gathered 
his young officers at a banquet. " He pounded on•the table 
and scolded them " 12 and demanded that the warring organiza
tions make peace. For the time being, at any rate, he demanded 
the semblance of unity. • 

In this question of" unity" Chiang• Kai-shek met BoJIOdin 
on common ground. The consonance of their attitudes 
clearly reflected the manner in which the Communist policy 
was dovetailing with the requirements of the bourgeoisie. 
Chiang's power, like that of his class, was by no means as yet 
firmly entrenched. He still needed the Communists, the mass 
movement, the Russians, their advice, their guidance, and their 
material support, to consolidate his position. Chiang himself 
was still on uncertain ground. Politically he was still subor
dinate to the civilian leaders of the Kuomintang, chief among 
them :tfu Han-min and Sun Vat-sen's favourite, Wang Ching
wei. In the military domain, he still had many rivals in the 
group of generals who had also hitched their fortunes to the 
Kuomintang star. Chiang Kai-shek counted on the momentum 
of the mass movement to sweep him forward to a vantage point 
from which he could command. This, too, was precisely the 
aim and the need of the Chinese bourgeoisie. 

Borodin, as well as his mentors in Moscow and the leaders of 
the Chinese Communist Party, proceeded from the premise that 
the co-operation of the bourgeoisie was vital to the success of 
the revolution. To them the independent, and by that time 
mighty, organized strength of the workers and peasants never 
suggested the necessity for orienting on the direct interests 
of these classes, even and especially when they clashed with 
those of the bourgeoisie. Instead the notion solidified and 
became official Comintern doctrine that the Kuomintang was 
not the party of the liberal bourgeoisie with whom the Com-
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munists were in a temporary bloc, but that " the Kuomintang 
. . . represents a revolutionary bloc of the workers, peasants, 
intellectuals, and urban democracy (read: bourgeoisie) on 
the basis of a community of class interests of these strata in 
the struggle against the imperialists and the whole militarist
feudal order for the independence of the country and for a single 
revolutionary-democratic government."13 

The basic orientation was on the " community of class 
interests," not their clash. h fathered the illusion that the 
~ourg~oiS'ie on the one hand and the great masses of worker~ 
and peasants it exploited on the other were opposed to th<: 
imperialists on common ground. That was why Borodin 
thought he sa\'f in Chiang Kai-shek the most reliable kind of 
" allf " in the Kuomilhang leadership. The other militarists 
in Canton still formed part of the past, with its war lords and its 
militarist anarchy. It was obvious, even to Borodin, that their 
paramount interest was self-interest. Chiang Kai-shek seemed 
a more legitimate representative of that section of the bour
geoisie which the Comintern believed would really conduct 
a struggle against the imperialists. Moreover, Chiang wrapped 
himself in radical phrases and presented himself to Borodin 
and to the masses as the red hope of the revolutionary army. 
Borodin therefore employed every possible political stratagem 
to drive Chiang to the top of the heap. Chiang did not object 
if Borodin, in doing this, believed he was serving the interests 
of the masses. To the contrary, it has been recorded that he 
"often quoted a saying of Dr. Sun to him that in taking 
Borodin's advice he would be taking his (Dr. Sun's) advice. 
Borodin reciprocated by exhorting that 'no matter whether 
Communist or Kuomintang, all must obey General Chiang.' " 14 

When Borodin "advised" the enhancement of Chiang's 
power, the latter had no difficulty hearing the ghostly voice of 
the late great Leader issuing from the lips of his Russian 
counsellor. 

In August, 1925, a Right wing Kuomintang conspiracy in 
Canton culminated in the assassination of Liao Chung-kai, 
political director of the Whampoa Military Academy, who 
stood at the extreme Left wing of the Kuomintang. Hu Han
min, the senior leader of the Kuomintt!ng, and General Hsu 
Chung-shih, commander of the Cantonese Army, were 
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deeply involved.15 This open manifestation of the menace of 
the Right wing in Canton was handled by Borodin entirely 
behind the scenes in " manreuvres " designed to eliminate the 
undesirables. By skilful dickering, of which he was evidently 
very proud,16 Borodin succeeded in forcing Hu to go abroad. 
General Hsu and a number of others linked to the plot likewise 
left Canton. The workers of Canton suddenly discovered that 
their new leaders were Wang Ching-wei, who became head of 
the Party, the Government, and the military council, and 
Chiang Kai-shek, who succeeded to the comman"'- of the 
Canton Army. For this it had been only necessary for Chiang 
to click heels, salute, and cry: "Long Live the World 
Revolution ! " • 

Yet while Borodin and after him the Communist leaders 
were engrossed in dealing out new combinations with dubious 
allies at the top, the mass movement had already assumed 
great proportions. The Canton-Hong Kong strike, country
wi'de economic and political strikes involving nearly one 
million workers, the phenomenal growth of the peasant 
associations, the beginnings of the war against the landlords 
in the country-side, all marked the sharply rising curve of the 
masses on the march. Workers' and peasants' struggles had 
led to the creation of independent organizational forms through 
which the masses reached out instinctively for their own 
class aims. 

The Canton-Hong Kong strikers, organized in their own 
strike committee and united with the rest of Canton's workers 
in the Workers' Delegates' Conference, were seeking to defend 
their own class interests. The police power of Canton was 
virtually in their hands. The peasants were already, in the 
language of an official report, " openly warFing against the 
landlords in six or seven hsien."17 The Army offered a clear 
field to the Communists, especially after the 1925 campaigns 
in the East River districts and elsewhere in K wangtung which 
were won primarily because of the direct participation of the 
workers and peasants. Only by grace of these victories did the 
Canton Government exist at all. Its power rested squarely on 
the achievements of the Canton-Hong Kong strikers and the 
Kwangtung peasantry. Even Chiang Kai-shek publicly 
recognized this fact. The organized masses and the decisive 
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sections of the soldiery had become the driving power of the 
whole movement. Despite all this, the bloc at the top prevented 
them from extracting from the Government erected over their 
heads a single effective measure in their own interest. A few 
minor tax burdens were lifted. A few of the more glaring 
official abuses were eliminated. The sacred precincts of 
private property remained unviolated. 

The Communists were never taught the necessity for giving 
this mighty mass movement a ~olitical orientation of its own, 
a perspective and a banner which would enable it to intervene 
in its own way, in its own interest, in the field of the class 
struggle. Instead it was dulled by a leadership which, far 
from inoculating the masses with the indispensable suspicion 
and wistrust of their Ktwmintang allies, taught them to rely 
completely on the bourgeois Nationalists at the head of the 
movement. 

To the Kuomintang and its leadership, all the power and 
all the glory. This was the dictum of the Co min tern and above 
all of the leaders of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 
Joseph Stalin and the other members of the presidium of the 
Fourteenth party conference of the C.P.S.U. inJanuary, 1926, 
sent the following telegram to the presidium of the Second 
Congress of the Kuomintang: "To our Party has fallen the 
proud and historical role of leading the first victorious prole
tarian revolution of the world .... We are convinced that 
the Kuomintang will succeed in playing the same role in the 
East, and thereby destroy the foundation of the rule of the 
imperialists in Asia . . . if the Kuomintang strengthens the 
alliance of the working class and the peasantry in the present 
struggle and allows itself to be guided by the interests of these 
fundamental forces of the revolution .... "18 (Emphasis. in 
original.) 

Stalin had already produced his original notion that the 
Kuomintang was not the " united front " with the bourgeoisie, 
but the political expression of the alliance of the workers and 
peasants. In China, he told a group of students on May r8, 
1925, the Nationalist bloc could "assume the form of a single 
party of workers and peasants, like the Kuomintang."19 

Discussion of the prospects of " proletarian hegemony " in 
the revolution began to appear in some Comintern accounts 
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of the events in China ; but the central organ of the Co min tern 
informed its sections that" a Kuomin (people's) Government, 
closely resembling the Soviet system, was formed in Canton 
on July I, I 925,'' and proudly quoted the speeches of Chiang 
Kai-shek and Wang Ching-wei at the Kuomintang Congress. 
Said Chiang : " Our alliance with the Soviet Union, with the 
world revolution, is actually an alliance with all the revolu
tionary parties which are fighting in common against the world 
imperialists to carry througQ the world revolution." Said 
Wang Ching-wei : "If we wish to fight against the iPnperialists 
we must not turn against the Communists. (Loud applause.) 
If we are against the Communists we cannot at the same time 
describe ourselves as antagonists of imperialism. (Loud 
applause.)" The report conclud~ : " The wor~ and 
struggles of the Kuomintang prove that Sun Vat-sen's disciples 
have remained true to his fundamental idea."20 

The Sixth Plenum of the Executive Committee of the 
Communist International, which met in February, rgz6, 
applauded the Kuomintang's condemnation of its Right wing 
and declared that this condemnation " strengthens the 
revolutionary trend of the Canton Government and ensures 
the Kuomintang the revolutionary support of the proletariat."21 

Yet at this plenum the delegates, under the tutelage of the 
Soviet leaders, reserved their most enthusiastic applause for the 
appearance of Hu Han-min, one of the outstanding leaders 
of the Kuomintang Right ! Exiled from Canton because he 
was implicated in the murder of Liao Chung-kai, Hu went to 
Moscow, where he was promptly elected to the ruling body of 
the Krestintern, the Peasants' International, as a " representa
tive of the Chinese farmers ! " 22 TQ. the opening session of the 
Sixth Plenum he was invited to bring the fraternal greetings 
of the Kuomintang to the general staff of the world proletarian 
revolution. 

Andreyev Hall, the former throne room of the Czars, 
" presented an unforgettable picture," says the official record, 
" when the Generalissimo of the Canton Army* stepped up 
to the tribune in military uniform. For several minutes the 
speaker was unable to commence speaking on account of 

* In Moscow, Hu made full use of the honorary title of "Generalissimo," 
which he inherited from Sun Yat-sen. . 
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the continually renewed applause. The solidarity between the 
revolutionary proletariat of the West and the oppressed 
peoples of the East was expressed here with striking clearness."23 

There was applause, too, for the representative of the 
Chinese Communist Party, but after all, he only represented 
the oppressed proletariat of the East. " An even greater pitch 
of enthusiasm was reached when Comrade (!) Hu Han-min 
. . . ascended the platform. These demonstrations of enthu
siasm lasted several minutes a~d punctuated nearly every 
sentence of:t:he speaker."24 Hu's speech is worth citing, for let 
us not forget that Hu was not merely one of that large group of 
Kuomintang leaders who only later on would suddenly 
emerge as butchePS of the masses. He stood on that Co min tern 
platfogn already an exite from Canton for his part in the 
murder of a Left-wing leader ! 

" On behalf of the Chinese people," said H u, " of the Chinese 
workers and peasants, of the oppressed Chinese masses, I 
express gratitude for being able to attend personally this inter
national session. There is only one world revolution and 
the Chinese revolution is part of this world revolution. The 
slogan of our great leader, Sun Yat-sen, is identical with the 
slogan of Marxism and Leninism. No one has faith any longer 
in the Second International. The influence of the Third 
International has considerably increased in China of late. 
The movement embraces intellectuals as well as large sections 
of workers and peasants, the entire proletariat. 

"The Kuomintang slogan is: For the masses, i.e., seizure 
of political power together with the workers and peasants ! 
All these slogans coincide with the policy of the Third Inter
national. . . . I feel I am one of the fighters for the world 
revolution and I greet the session of the Communist Inter
national. Long live the solidarity of the proletariat of the 
world ! Long live the victory of the world revolution ! Long 
live the Third International ! Long live all the Communist 
Parties of the world ! Long live the comrades present here! " 2 5 

The Comintcrn's influence embraced the " entire Chinese 
proletariat." The Chinese bourgeoisie had every reason to be 
grateful for the chance to cover itself with the prestige of 
Comintern support. (Even the Canton Chamber of Commerce 
signed its manifestoes with the slogan: "Long Live the World 
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Revolution ! ") Hu Han-min could afford to be prodigal in 
dispensing his wishes for long life. It would enable him, one 
short year later, to help Chiang Kai-shek brutally shorten 
the lives of the best of China's young Communists. In return 
for Hu's good wishes (and that is all the Comintern ever got 
out of its Chinese bourgeois allies), the Sixth Plenum of the 
Comintern proclaimed that " the Canton Government is the 
vanguard in the liberation struggle of the Chinese people 
(and) serves as a model forth~ future revolutionary-democratic 
order of the whole country," and urged upon t1ie Chinese 
revolutionists unity within " a single national revolutionary 
front of the widest strata of the population (workers, peasants, 
bourgeoisie) under the leadership of tfle revolutionary 
democratic organizations."26 • • 

For this reason in Canton Borodin was far from pleased by 
the spectacular advance of the Communists in the mass move
ment. " The prominent position which the Communist 
members occupied in the new revolutionary system . . . not 
unnaturally caused anxiety among the leaders of the Kuomin
tang and the Communist Party. Borodin, too, was greatly 
concerned about it and often during 1925 he discussed the 
question with Wang (Ching-wei), Liao (Chung-kai), Hu 
(Han-min), and Chiang (Kai-shek). 'Ever since the Reorgani
zation in 1924 the Kuomintang was divided into two parties, 
those supporting and those opposing the Reorganization. 
This division, however, is not serious, for the Leftists are 
bound to be victorious. What would be serious, however, is 
that there might be a division in the Left itself,' he said, fore
seeing a split between the Kuomintang and the Communist 
Party. 'The only way to surmount future difficulties is, there
fore, for the leaders of the Left to present a united opinion.' " 27 

The only way, said Borodin, lay in unity among the leaders 
of the so-called Left. This meant the " unity " of the Com
munist Party with the Kuomintang. It meant subjecting the 
masses to the political leadership of the bourgeoisie. In a 
work which attempts to justify the official Comintern policy 
in China, it is argued that radical reforms could not be intro
duced at Canton nor the agrarian revolution carried out 
because the Kuomintang, " in view of its mixed class com
position," could not " undertake the confiscation of private 
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property." 28 The " mixed class composition " of the Kuomin
tang required the protection of bourgeois interests. Inside the 
Kuomintang the Communists were bound to observe the 
inviolability of private property. In other words the Kuomin
tang was not the party in which all classes co-operated (to say 
nothing of a " workers' and peasants' party l ") 

1 
but was the 

party in which the bourgeoisie compelled the other classes to 
drag at its tail. 

Why wa,&it not possible to orga'hize an independent working
class offensive? Because the Canton proletariat was " weak." 
Borodin thought that " we could have seized power in Canton, 
but we could not have held it. We would have gone down in a 

0 

sea of blood "29 

Wh&ein iay the " we~kness of the Canton proletariat " ? 
The Canton Government had been raised to power on the wave 
of the mass movement and stood or fell on the question of con
tinued organized mass support. In this respect the workers of 
Canton and the peasants of Kwangtung occupied a decisively 
strategic position. Their " weakness" lay in the absence of 
an independent political perspective for these powerful mass 
organizations. If it was not at the outset, perhaps, a direct 
question of workers' power, it was certainly' a question of 
smashing the counter-offensive of the bourgeoisie which was 
being openly mobilized on all sides. This could have been 
done only by arming the workers and peasants with a class 
policy of their own, by leading them to the creation of Soviets 
capable of holding the club of mass power over the heads of 
the Chinese Kerenskys who sat in the nominal seats of power. 
Was the Canton proletariat too "weak" to do this? The 
Canton-Hong Kong strike committee and the Delegates' 
Conference united to the Canton Workers' Delegates' Council 
already provided the framework of the dual power. These 
organizations, which had assumed police powers and such 
State functions as the establishment of schools, courts, and 
hospitals, and which had even taken on the job of building a 
road from Canton to Whampoa, were instinctively reaching 
out for the exercise offull political power. They were already 
functioning as Soviets function. United with delegates of the 
army and the provincial peasant associations, they represented 
the real sources of whatever power there was in Kwangtung. 
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But the question of a working-class offensive along these lines 
was never raised or even considered by the Communist 
leadership. Why? Because the possibility that such an 
offensive might involve the violation of bourgeois property 
meant that the " united front " with the bourgeoisie would be 
disrupted. 

"But let us admit," wrote Trotsky, " that the C:::~ntonPoA 
workers were o~::: wv weaK w establiSh their own power. What, 
generally, is the weak spot of the masses ? Their inclination to 
follow the exploiters. In this ~ase the first duty ofr~lutionists 
is to help the workers liberate themselves from servile con
fidence. Nevertheless, the work done by the bureaucracy of 
the Comintern was diametrically opposed to ~is. It inculcated 
in the masses the notion of the nlicessity to submit to the 
bourgeoisie and it declared that the enemies of the bourgeoisie 
were their enemies." 30 

Borodin says that the workers would have been " drowned 
in a sea of blood " had a more aggressive policy been pursued. 
Success, to be sure, is never guaranteed in advance. It would be 
impossible and futile to assert now that any other policy would 
certainly have triumphed. Yet it is clear that the policy of 
submission in Canton in 1925 disoriented the workers and 
only postponed the blood-letting until the bourgeoisie was 
better prepared to strike and the masses completely disarmed 
by the policies of their own leaders. An aggressive, inde
pendent, proletarian policy might conceivably have led to 
defeat. That would have depended on many factors. But such 
a defeat would have been suffered in the open, against known 
and recognized enemies like the defeat of the Russian revolu
tion of 1905. The result would have been a hardening of the 
cadres and a new stage in the education of the Chinese workers, 
leading more clearly, more surely, toward a Chinese 1917. 
To reject an independent <:ourse, however, for fear of dis
rupting the " united front" guaranteed defeat under condi
tions infinitely more costly and demoralizing for the worker 
stabbed in the back by those they had been taught to trust. 

The workers, wrote Marx and Engels seventy-five years 
earlier, " must not permit themselves to be corrupted by the 
phrases of the Democrats, as for example, that the Demo
cratic Party will be split because of the independent action of 
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the workers, and that it will make possible the victory of the 
reaction. When such phrases are used, the final result is that 
the proletariat will always be swindled." 31 

Those phrases were used and the Canton proletariat was 
swindled. 

• • c::. 

0 

• 0 
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CANTON: THE COUP OF MARCH 20, rg26 

In the Kuomintang party organization several prominent 
Communists functioned as members of the Central Executive 
Committee, but none were permitted to hold places in the 
Party secretariat. The Military Council employed a number 
of Russian technical advisers and the Political Department of 
the army was in most places dominated by individual Com
munists, but from the General Staff and the Financial Bureau 
of the army, Communists were rigidly excluded. In the 

1 National Government itself t4ere were no Communists, only 
Borodin in an advisory ·capacity, but in the mass or~ations 
and in the lower layers of the Government and Party machinery 
Communists and their sympathizers bore the brunt of the daily 
tasks. From them the Left wing of the Kuomintang drew the 
strength which enabled it to reign sapreme over the s~cond 
National Congress of the Kuomintang which met in January, 
1926. 

At this congress the clash of class interests and of personalities 
was concealed, although thinly, under the shadow of the 
mass movement. The number of organized workers throughout 
the country had reached 8oo,ooo. Peasant associations in 
Kwangtung had expanded to a membership of more than 
6oo,ooo. Hong Kong was paralysed by the strike, and in 
Canton the pickets patrolled the streets and wharves of the 
city. With the lessons of the unification of Kwangtung fresh 
in their minds, the representatives of the bourgeoisie under
stood that they were going to need this mass weapon in the 
battles to come. They passed with acclaim resolutions which· 
reiterated the half-hearted promises and glowing phrases of 
the Kuomintang's "worker-peasant policy." They frowned 
on Cerberus No. I by mildly reprimanding Tai Chi-tao for 
his anti-Communist propaganda. They smiled on Cerberus 
No. 2 by electing him, for the first time, to the Central Execu
tive Committee of the Kuomintang. He was present to accept 
and dutifully to hail " the alliance with the Soviet Union, with 
the World Revolution." 3 But Cerberus No. 3 left the congress 
severely alone, for here the supreme figure was Wang Ching
wei, head of the Party and Government, Chairman of the 
Military Council, holder of all the Kuomintang posts to which 
Chiang aspired. 

For Chiang Kai-shek had early come to regard himself as 
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chief among the disciples of Sun Yat-sen. The assassination of 
Liao Chung-kai and the removal of Hu Han-min left only 
Wang to rival his claims. Chiang was still merely head of the 
Whampoa Academy and Commander of the First Army, 
while Wang, as head of the Party and Government, not only 
exercised the leading ·civil power, but as Chairman of the 1 

Military Council represented civilian control over the military I 
machine. Under these conditions other military commanders 
who had linked themselves tei Canton's fortunes enjoyed an 

1 

intol~le equality oftreatment in the distribution ofpolitical 
and material advantages, especially in arms. In February 
when the Soviet military delegation banqueted the Kuomin
tang leaders, 'h Russian officer made a toast in which he 
plased Wang's name ~efore Chiang's. A fellow-guest says he 
saw Chiang go white and tight-lipped. Chiang "did not 
utter a word for the rest of the evening." 4 Chiang was fiercely 
jealous of Wang's manifold prerogatives and the bourgeoisie, 
for its part, knew how to play on the keyboard of Chiang's 
vanity. The old guard of the Right-wing Kuomintang had 
early realized that through Chiang Kai-shek they would 
succeed in regaining mastery over the Party. At the Western 
Hills Conference, which Tai Chi-tao helped organize, they 
had adopted the slogan : " Ally with Chiang to overthrow 
Wang," an idea which Chiang at the time publicly repudiated 
but secretly nursed. When the rump congress of the Right wing 
met in Shanghai in January, rg26, and insistently repeated its 
overtures, Chiang proved more receptive. Although the 
" Left " had seemingly triumphed and from Moscow the 
Comintern had greeted " the transformation of the Kuomin
tang into a ·resolute fighting force, into a real party of the 
Chinese revolution," 5 the influence of the Right wing was 
plainly discernible in Canton. 

" The Right or anti-Red wing of the Kuomintang, with 
headquarters at Peking and Shanghai . . . has no small 
backing on the part of the less radical Kuomintangites in the 
southern capital. This has been felt by General Chiang and 
other comrades," wrote a perspicacious Chinese correspondent 
from Canton. 6 This influence was no longer indirectly com
municated. Chang Ching-chiang, the young general's bene
factor, had personally come down to look after his investment. 

104 



CA./vTO.N: THE COUP OF .t!ARCH 20, 1926 

He had joined Chiang Kai-shek's entourage and had become 
his chief political aide and counsellor. 

\Vhat the bourgeoisie now needed and what Chang Ching
chiang advised his protege to secure was the guarantee of its 
hegemony over the growing mass movement. It was necessary 
to ensure that the mass movement would not exceed the limits 
of bourgeois interests. For this, concretely, it was necessary 
to whip the Communists into line, to regularize and define their 
position as auxiliaries to the liourgeois Kuomintang. It was 
time, in short, to cut the political }"ages of the Com~sts in 
order to increase the political profits of the bourgeoisie, and to 
place at the latter's disposal tlie immense capital reservvs of the 
mass movement. It was a question of stabilizin!s the leadership 
at the top. For this a sharp blow, damaging but not fatal,-had 
to be dealt the Communists and their petty bourgeois radical 
allies. If Canton's coterie of politicians and generals was rift 
and rent by criss-crossing intrigues, it was only because many 
strove to strike this blow first. Thanks to Borodin, Chiang 
was in the favoured position and it was he who decided 
to act. 

The influence of the imperialists acted on the Right wing 
and, through Chang Ching-chiang and the Sun Yat-senist 
Society, it reacted on Chiang Kai-shek. Their desires fused 
with his ambition, his cunning, his envy of political and 
military rivals, his unmistakable lust for power. To level the 
Communists was to win bourgeois hegemony over tJle masses. 
To subdue his rivals was to secure for himself the leading place 
in the exercise of that hegemony. All the vari-coloured threads 
in this pattern were drawn swiftly into a knot. It fell to 
Chiang Kai-shek to sever it and to create in so doing a 
new pattern. His evolution into what Marx called " a man 
who did not decide at night and act during the day, 

~ but decided during the day and acted at night," was thorough 
and sure. 

Several hours before dawn on the morning of March 20, 

I 926, Chiang's troops moved. The pretext was the allegedly 
threatening attitude of the gunboat " Chungshan " which had 
anchored offWhampoa during the night. The night's incidents 
brought together the lines of many complicated intrigues far 
too devious to be traced here, for the clashing wills of many 
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dubious would-be Kuomintang heroes were involved.* These 
were brushed aside, however, as Chiang proceeded systemati
cally with his plan. All Kuomintang delegates to the military 
units under his command, some fifty men, most of them Com
munists, were arrested. The headquarters of the Canton
Hong Kong strike committee were disarmed. All Soviet 
advisers in the city were placed under house arrest. Teng 
Yen-ta, a Communist sympathizer who had succeeded Liao 
Chun~i as political director ofWhampoa Military Academy, 
was detamed. Chiang had caught all his victims quite literally 
napping. Li Chih-lung, the Communist head of the Naval 
Bureau, was one of those dragged from their beds and carted 
off to the militaYy prison. Grey morning saw Chiang Kai-shek 
masttr of Canton. It also found the other Kuomintang leaders 
in a state of utmost confusion. All " were utterly unprepared 
and did not even dream the coup was coming," records a 
Communist historian. 7 Everyone crumpled in fright. 

Members of the Kuomintang Central Committee hurriedly 
gathered. " Since Chiang Kai-shek has always struggled for 
the revolution, it is hoped that he will realize his mistake in 
this event," they ventured in a resolution, but" in view ofthe 
present situation," they decided, " the comrades of the Left 
should temporarily retreat." 8 For Wang Ching-wei this meant 
a literal removal from the scene. He fell conveniently ill. 
His biographer relates that he " considered that the best way to 
solve the situation was for him to retreat and to allow Chiang 
to take charge of affairs for the time being." 9 After an igno
minious scene at the Mint, during which he handed over the 
seals of his authority to Chiang, he withdrew, first to a village 
outside of Canton and a few days later to European exile. 
Before leaving he wrote Chiang imploring him to keep to the 
"revolutionary" path. "If he would only do so, Wang did 
not mind sacrificing himself."lO ( 

The Kuomintang " Lefts " weakly capitulated because 
Chiang's sudden descent upon them brought no corresponding 
pressure from the real Left, from the organized masses who were 
confused and completely uninformed as to what was taking 

* Li Chih-lung, the Communist head of the Naval Bureau who all unwittingly 
became the chief nominal object of the night's operations, has recorded a good 
part of the story in a pamphlet, The Resignation if Chairman Wang Ching-wei, not 
published until a year later at Wuhan. 
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place at the top. 11 One foreign observer who arrived at 
Canton a few days later was delighted to discover that the 
Communists were in hiding and that the Russian advisers 
were packing to leave.12 It was not Chiang's intention as yet, 
however, to strike directly at the mass movement. He sought 
only to bring that movement under the assured control of the 
bourgeoisie and to concentrate that control in his own hands. 
Having successfully put the leaders of the " Left" to flight, 
he came forward with explanaJ;ions to the workers. The events 
of March· 20 and, in particular, the raid on the stl"t!(!! head
quarters were due to a "misunderstanding," he told them, 
and promised to reprimand the officers responsible. The Com
munists themselves were so completely confu~d that they did 
not know whether to believe him or not.13 • 

Meanwhile Right-wing politicians, until now on the outside 
looking in, poured into Canton from their Hong Kong and 
Shanghai refuges. A plenary session of the Kuomintang 
Central Executive Committee was called for May IS and, as 
the date for that meeting approached, a deliberately manu
factured pogrom atmosphere enveloped the city. Walls were 
covered with posters warning against mysterious " provoca-. 
tions " and rumours of an impending Communist coup against 
the Government were set in circulation. A run was staged on 
the Central Bank. On the eve of the conference martial law 
was suddenly clamped down on the city. No one outside of 
Chiang's immediate entourage had the faintest notion of what 
to expect.14 

At the opening session Chiang introduced and hammered 
through a special resolution " for the readjustment of Party 
affairs." It was framed to limit and define within the closest 
possible bounds the organizational activity of the Communist 
members of the Kuomintang. Communists were required 
" not to entertain any doubt on or criticize Dr. Sun or his 
principles." The Communist Party was required to hand over 
to the Standing Committee ofthe Kuomintang Executive a list 
of its membership inside the Kuomintang. Communist 
members of municipal, provincial, and central party com
mittees were limited to one-third of the committee membership. 
Communists were banned from serving as heads of any Party 
or Government department. Kuomintang members, on the 
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other hand, were enjoined " not to engage in any other political 
organization or activity." That is, Communists could join 
the Kuomintang, but members of the Kuomintang could not 
join the Communist Party without forfeiting their Kuomintang 
cards. All instructions henceforth issued by the Communist 
Central Committee to its own members were to be submitted 
first to a special joint committee of the two parties for 
approval.1 5 

Thoroughly lacing the Com~unists into this political strait 
jacke~hiang simultaneously proceeded to centralize all 
power in his own hands. The coup of March 20 had destroyed 
the authority of the civilian Military Council and the removal 
of Wang Chin~wei had left Chiang in undisputed control of 
all J>arty and Goverrfrnent affairs. The May 15 plenary 
session regularized these changes. Chiang was formally put 
at the head of the Party and he promptly deputized Chang 
Ching-chiang to act for him as chairman of the Central 
Executive Committee. Plans for launching a northern military 
expedition were also approved and Chiang Kai-shek was 
appointed Commander-in-Chief of all the expeditionary 
armies. Subsequently a set of special decrees conferred emer
gency powers upon Chiang for the duration of the campaign. 
All Government and Party offices were subordinated to the 
headquarters of the Commander-in-Chief. The Military 
Council, originally conceived as a civilian check on militarist 
ambitions, passed entirely into Chiang's hands. He became 
arbiter of the Government's finances. He controlled the 
political department, the arsenals, the general staff, the military 
aqd naval schools. The Canton Government was transformed 

- into a military dictatorship. Chiang's victory was complete. 
This seizure of power by Chiang Kai-shek in Canton blood

lessly established bourgeois hegemony over the national 
liberation movement. It established in China precisely that 
bourgeois control over the mass movement against which 
Lenin had warned the Communist parties in the backward 
countries to struggle with all their might. Those men in the 
Kremlin who had assumed responsibility for the Chinese 
revolutionary moveme:1t had embalmed the living Lenin with 
the dead. They mumbled fragments from his writings on 
State occasions and at congresses and meetings, like the 
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Kuomintang politicians who murmured platitudes from Sun 
Yat-sen at their weekly memorial meetings in honour of the 
dead Leader. Yet Lenin was not merely bringing tablets down 
from Sinai when he wrote that Communists had to support 
national revolutionary movements for the " exclusive purpose" 
of uniting the elements of Communist parties and educating 
them " to the tasks of the struggle against the bourgeois 
democratic tendencies within their respective nationalities," 
nor when he urged the pn;servation of the independent 
character of the proletarian movement, " even tho~ it be 
still in its embryonic form." 16 The whole experience of 
Bolshevism was summed up in the reminder that the Com
munist International and its parties in the backward countries 
would have to struggle against attempts to establish bour~eois 
control of mass movements seeking " liberation from all sorts 
of exploitation " ; that " it did not follow at all " from the 
backward character of colonial and semi-colonial economy 
" that the leadership of the revolution will have to be 
surrendered to the bourgeois democrats." 17 

Events in China were again testing and again confirming 
this analysis. But the Kremlin's axis was no longer a proletarian 
policy. In China it believed that bourgeois leadership of the 
Nationalist movement would more quickly produce badly
needed allies. The moral and material support of the Soviet 
State and the Communist International was not extended 
through the Communist Party to the mass movement but 
through the bourgeois Kuomintang, rationalized into an all
class Party to which the Communists and the masses had 
necessarily to be subordinated. This had led directly to the 
coup d'etat of March 20. If, unlike Lenin, the leaders of the 
Comintern could not foresee the event, they were at least now 
confronted with the accomplished fact. It was late, but not 
too late. The empiricists in the Kremlin could still take up the 
struggle against bourgeois control-~or else completely " sur
render the leadership of the revolution to the bourgeois demo
crats "-,and in this case to bourgeois who were not democrats 
but the crealors of a military dictatorship. 

The Comintcrn leaders, Stalin and "f:lukharin, adopted the 
latter course and tried to hide it by concealing from the ranks 
of the International that the Canton coup had taken place. 
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They suppressed all news of its occurrence. The facts were 
kept not only from the Russian workers and the other sections 
of the Comintern, but from its Executive Committee and even 
from the other members of the Executive Committee's pre
sidium. For this there is the testimony of members of both 
those bodies.18 When news of the coup appeared in the 
imperialist press in China and abroad-with specific facts 
often garbled, but containing the essentially true assertion that 
power in Canton had passed. into the hands of Chiang 
Kai-sh~-the centrally-geared machinery of the Comintern 
press started turning out vehement denials. 

"Reuter's Telegraphic Agency ... recently issued the 
statement that •in Canton, Chiang Kai-shek, the supreme 
commander of the revolutionary troops (whom Reuter had 
hitherto described as a red), had carried out a coup d'etat. 
But this lying report (emphasis in original) had soon to be 
denied. . . . The Kuomintang is not a tiny group with a few 
members, but is a mass party in the true sense of the word 
and the revolutionary Canton troops and the revolutionary 
Canton Government are founded on this basis. It is, of course, 
impossible there to carry out a coup d'etat overnight," wrote 
the central organ of the Comintern on April 8, rgz6.1 9 

Far from being converted into an instrument of bourgeois 
policy, the Canton Government was more than ever " aiming 
at the world revolution" and extending its power into the 
neighbouring provinces as a "Soviet Government." 

" The perspectives for the People's Government in Canton 
were never so favourable as they are now ... " the same Com
intern report continued. " The province of Kwangsi will 
shortly form a Soviet Government . . . the power of the generals, 
as a result of the national revolutionary movement, is beginning to 
disappear. (Emphasis in original.) The Kuomin Government 
is now proceeding to organize all district and town administra
tions within the province of Kwantung according to the Soviet 
system." 20 

" The reactionary British Press at Hong Kong and in London 
have spread sensational stories of disruption within the 
Nationalist Government in an effort to further their imperialist 
propaganda," said a Moscow dispatch to the New York 
Daily Worker, on April 21, rgz6. "These reports have no real 
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basis. They are nothing but provocative manceuvres of British 
imperialism. There has been no insurrection in Canton. The 
basis of the reports seems to be certain differences (!) between 
a general of the Canton Army, Chiang Kai-shek, and the 
Canton Government. These differences were not concerned 
with matters of principle and had no connection with an 
armed struggle for power. The differences have since been 
abolished and Canton remained the stronghold of the move
ment for the emancipation «:>f the Chinese people. The 
attempt of British imperialism to utilize the uni~ortant 
differences in Canton in its own interests has failed .... The 
Moscow Press regards this provocative manceuvre of the 
British reactionary Press as an exposure of ttlt real plans of 
British imperialism with regard to Canton. Izvestia wr~es : 
' The wish was the father of the thought and the British 
imperialists presented their real intentions as a fait 
accompli.' " 21 

Should these denials be laid, by some chance, to mere 
ignorance, the same could not be said of the report of the 
Comintern's own representative in China : " The British 
imperialists . . . were vainly attempting to provoke an 
insurrection in Canton and at the same time trumpeting forth 
to the whole world that the Canton Government had already 
fallen, that the Right wing of the Kuomintang had seized power 
and formed a Government which had agreed to a compromise 
with the British and was arresting partisans of the Left Kuomin
tang as well as the Communists. All this proved to be an 
invention of the imperialists," wrote Voitinsky. " The 
Canton Government, which was ' overthrown ' by the 
imperialist Press, is now actually stronger than ever .... " 22 

At the end of 1926 this ostrich policy was carried over into 
the deliberations of the highest body of the Comintern, which 
adopted a resolution on the Chinese question which, as will 
be shown, made no mention whatever of the March events in 
Canton or their sequel. By this silence the Comintern tops 
hoped to conceal the significance of the March coup and to 
facilitate the acquiescence of the Chinese Communists, directed 
thereto by the Comintern's representatives in China. 

Borodin, who had been on a trip to the north, returned to 
Canton after the coup, but before the Kuomintang plenary 
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session of May IS. One sharp foreign observer, who was 
already at that time in connection with some of Chiang Kai
shek's closest advisers (and who later entered the service of 
Chiang's Government), arrived in Canton a few days later. 
According to his account: "The Russians seemed to believe 
the game was up. Most of the Chinese Communists were 
in hiding. . . . The anti-Communists were jubilant. ... 
Borodin had it out with Chiang. Chiang wanted to know how 
far Russia would support him i:Q. a military expedition against 
the natth. Borodin had heretofore opposed the Northern 
Expedition. Chiang's attitude toward the continuance of the 
Russian alliance depended upon Borodin's attitude toward the 
Northern Expeelition. They came to an agreement. The 
Rus~ans would support the Northern Expedition. The Russian 
alliance was continued. The Communists were reinstated." 23 

Subsequently, according to other accounts, "Chiang's 
relations with Borodin became more cordial than ever,"24 

and all the decisions of the May IS Kuomintang session" were 
fully endorsed by M. Borodin." 25 It is further recorded that all 
the emergency powers delegated to Chiang after his appoint
ment as Commander-in-Chief were so delegated " at the 
advice of Borodin."26 It is in any case a fact that Borodin 
and, after him the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party, 
submitted without question to the military dictatorship 
established as a result of the March 20 coup. Borodin even 
saw to it that the Russian military advisers who had incurred 
Chiang's displeasure because they wanted to distribute their 
advice and material aid equally among all the armies instead 
of exclusively through Chiang were dismissed and replaced by 
more amenable colleagues. Having secured all this with far 
less difficulty than he himself must have imagined possible, 
Chiang turned without compunction on some of the Right-wing 
conspirators who had helped him execute his coup and expelled 
them from Canton. He needed more than ever now to garb 
his leadership in a cloak of Leftism. His associates of the 
Right wing returned to Shanghai. He could and would call 
upon them when he needed them again. 

Historians who draw political inspiration as well as their 
information from the Moscow bureaucracy have usually 
dismissed the March 20 coup in a few paragraphs, entirely 
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concealing or distorting its significance. 1Ioscow cynically 
ignored the significance of the coup when it took place and 
naturally would like to have history written without notice 
being given to that fact. Louis Fischer, for example, describes 
the sequel to March 20 as follows : "But Chiang, whose 
distinguishing characteristic was not courage, apparently 
had been frightened by his own action and sent . . . a 
humble letter begging Borodin to return south without delay. 

" When Borodin got back, Chiang " overflowed with 
apologies. . .. What, he asked of Borodin, must --rr'e do ? 
'Prepare for the Northern Expedition,' Borodin replied." 
Then it was " because Borodin wished to repair some of the 
damage (!) done by the coup of March 20 '• that "Chiang 
engineered a second coup . . . this time against • the 
Right .... " 

" But why did not Borodin, the Left Kuomintang, and the 
Chinese Communist Party eliminate Chiang Kai-shek ? " he 
continues. " Because they were too weak ... "he replies, after 
Borodin. " They had wide mass sympathy, but in Canton 
they wielded insufficient forces to overcome Chiang and the 
bourgeoisie which supported him. . . . Both sides knew that 
the struggle between them was inevitable. But rather than 
engage now in blood-letting from which only the Cantonese 
militarists could gain, they tacitly agreed to postpone the 
issue until they reached the Yangtze. The resolution to com
mence the Northern Expedition was adopted by the Kuomin
tang Central Committee on May 15. At that meeting the 
expressed sentiments of each faction amounted to this : 
'Gentlemen, we know we must fight one another. But we 
need a wider area. Let us delay the day of reckoning and 
meanwhile go forward to a common goal.' " 27 

Fischer conveniently neglects to mention the other resolutions 
adopted on May 15 which hog-tied the Communist Party. 
The blood-letting was indeed postponed until they reached the 
Yangtze, but the March coup, the May decisions, and the 
Communist capitulation to them had guaranteed in advance 
that the blood shed would be that of the workers. The 
" common goal " was the victory of the bourgeoisie over the 
mass movement. Borodin is represented here as desiring to 
give future battle to Chiang Kai-shek-and preparing for it by 

113 



THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

handing over to him well in advance all the weapons. If 
Chiang Kai-shek possessed any quality at all, it was the ability 
to strike and strike hard in the interests of his class, the bour
geolSle. Not the same could be said of Stalin-Bukharin
Borodin & Co. with regard to the interests of the workers. 
Acting under their orders, the Chinese Communists were 
compelled to capitulate, and even to grovel, before the new 
master of the Nationalist movement.* 

Chiang Kai-shek had carrietJ out the March coup and put 
througir the May decisions on the pretext that the Communists 
were plotting a coup d'etat of their own. There were, to be 
sure, rival conspiracies in Canton directed against Chiang 
Kai-shek, but t'lone, unfortunately, was even contemplated by 
the0 Chinese Communist Party. Nothing was farther from its 
mind than the organization of a working-class insurrection in 
March, 1926. Chiang and his Right-wing helpers manu
factured the rumours of Communist " plots " out of the 
material which the logic of the situation itself presented to 
them. It was they-and not the Communists-who saw that 
the working class, with its growing organizations, its armed 
picket forces, its militancy, and its might, was capable at that 
time of seizing and holding the hegemony of the revolutionary 
movement. It was they, therefore, and not the Communists, 
who realized that the time had come to act. When they acted 
forthwith, no one was more shocked, more pained, more 
aggrieved than the Chinese Communist leaders that they should 
be charged with planning a wdrking-class offensive. 

"First of all," wrote Chen Tu..:hsiu, general secretary of the 
Chinese Communist Party, " unless the Communist Party is 
a party of madmen, certainly it does not want to establish a 
workers' and peasants' Government in Canton. Secondly, 
Chiang Kai-shek is one of the pillars of the national revolu
tionary movement. Unless the Communist Party were the 

* Another particularly crude example of historical distortion with regard to 
the March 20 coup will be found in the writings of the ex-Czarist general, V. A. 
Yakhontoff, who found his way without difficulty into Stalin's camp a few years 
ago. According to Yakhontoff, "in less than two months (after the coup) the 
' Rights ' and the ' Centrists ' were forced to compromise and agree to many 
concessions to the ' Lefts ' in order to gain the support of the masses. • . . In 
May, therefore, the factions were reconciled and Chiang Kai-shek became leader 
of the Kuomintang and commander-in-chief of the Revolutionary armies."
V. A. Yakhontoff, Russia and the Soviet Union in the Far East, New York, 1932, p. 151. 
Chiang" conceded" and" compromised" by making himself master of Canton! 
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tool of the imperialists, it would surely not adopt such a policy 
of disrupting the unity of the Chinese revolutionary forces ! 
. . . The policy of the Communist Party, contrary to the 
declarations of the Rights, is not only that the revolutionary 
forces in Kwangtung should not be split, but that the 
revolutionary forces of the whole country shall be united. 
Otherwise one cannot fight the enemy." 28 

In an open letter addressed to Chiang Kai-shek on June 4, 
Chen Tu-hsiu protested further : " At this time to conspire 
for the overthrow of Chiang Kai-shek in Canton____:;hat a 
help to the reactionary forces this would be ! If the Chinese 
Communist Party is such a counter-revolutionary party, it 
should be got rid of. . . . If among the ccrmrades of the 
Communist Party there are any who harbour ideas of su-h a 
counter-revolutionary conspiracy, you should shoot them with
out the least ceremony. Bu._t I know, I am convinced, that in 
our Party nobody has any such idea in mind."29 

As evidence that such ideas did exist in the minds of Com
munists, Chiang Kai-shek, in a speech at Canton shortly after 
March 20, recalled the remark of a certain Communist, who 
had said : " In our organization there is a Tuan Chi-jui, * and 
in order to overthrow the northern Tuan Chi-jui we must first 
overthrow the Tuan Chi-jui in our midst." The Communist 
who had made the offending speech hastened into print with 
an open letter to Chiang explaining that he had meant " Tuan 
Chi-jui ideology," that is, old feudal ideas, and that since he 
spoke Anhwei dialect and· not Cantonese, there had been a 
mistake made by the interpreter. " I never slandered you in 
my words, and it is everywhere open and clear th"at what I said 
was to love and protect you for the sake of the National 
revolution .... I remember that after March 20 I met you ... 
and earnestly expressed to you my attitude of everlasting con
fidence in you. If you truly regarded me as a comrade, you 
should have taught me ; or if you saw anything wrong in 
me, you should have severely blamed me or chastised me and 
made me correct my error. But you only mildly and indiffer
ently replied,' Never mind, never mind, nothing, nothing .... ' 
So now why do you charge me with slander and ulterior 
motives? " 30 The man who wrote this letter, Kao Yu-han, 

• Tuan Chi-jui was head of the notoriously corrupt Government at Peking. 
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was not an obscure individual but a leading comrade of the 
Communist Party, who also held office on the Supervisory 
Committee of the Kuomintang. 

While the March 20 coup was met with aggrieved denials 
and reproaches, the resolutions of the May IS plenary session 
were unquestioningly accepted, the Communists seeking every 
devious means of rationalizing and justifying them. " When 
the imperialists saw it (the resolution on the readjustment of 
Party affairs) they may have !luspected that your Party had 
fallen mto their trap and had voluntarily broken the revolu
tionary front in order to turn to the Right ... " said an official 
letter from the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
to the Kuomirftang, " but it may be that your Party did this 
because the form of co-operation betw~en our Party and yours 
has for several years aroused suspicion and jealousy in certain 
quarters .... Therefore you tried to make several changes in 
the form of co-operation in order to do away with unnecessary 
suspicion and jealousy, and later to purify the ranks, deal blows 
against the reactionaries, consolidate the revolutionary front 
and proceed to fight against the imperialist and militarist rule 
and oppression with all your might. If this is the case, then 
there is no fundamental conflict in the policy of co-operation 
with our Party. The principal thing is to consolidate the 
revolutionary forces against imperialism, no matter what the 
form of consolidation and co-operation is. If such is the case, 
the spirit of alliance between our two Parties will not be 
dampened .... Your resolution ... is a question for your own 
Party, and no matter what you decide in connection therewith, 
(we) have not the right to accept or reject." 31 

On May 26, the Canton correspondent of the Communist 
Guide Weekfy 32 wrote that in view of the fact that the May IS 
plenary session had adopted a " declaration for the consolida
tion of all revolutionary elements against the reaction, no 
fundamental change in the policy of co-operation had taken 
place," and that " a mere resolution on Party affairs is not 
sufficient to indicate a Rightward development of the Kuomin
tang Central Executive Committee. The Communists clearly 
recognize that the present situation of the revolution demands 
a strong and consistent revolutionary front. Their attitude 
toward the new resolution of the Kuomintang Central 
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Executive Committee is guided by this criterion. The Com
munist fraction in the Kuornintang plenary session did not 
dispute in the least . . . the internal organization of the 
Kuomintang." * 

This cringing policy did not go unchallenged in the ranks of 
the Communist Party. In Shanghai a group of comrades 
raised the demand for the immediate withdrawal of the Party 
from the Kuomintang, declaring that it was impossible for the 
Communists to work effectively under the conditions laid down 
by the May I 5 Kuomintang plenary session. Both the Central 
Committee in Shanghai and the Kwangtung Party organiza
tion vigorously opposed this instinctively correct proletarian 
demand. The Kwangtung committee (later- represented as 
more "radical" than the Shanghai Central Comm~tee) 
considered that "to withdraw from the Kuomintang would 
mean to abandon the toiling masses, to abandon the banner of 
the revolutionary Kuomintang to the bourgeoisie. This would 
be an irretrievable loss. At this time a policy of temporary 
retreat must be pursued in order to remain in the Kuomin
tang."33 

Nevertheless, even the leadership of the Party which carried 
out, under Comintern orders, the policy of capitulation after 
March 20 began to feel the need for a revision of the Party's 
course. The voices that called for resumption of independence 
made themselves heard to such an extent that even Chen Tu
hsiu wrote to the Comintern proposing substitution of a two
Party bloc outside the Kuomintang instead of work within the 
Kuomintang. 34 A decision to this effect was actually adopted 
by the Communist Central Committee at its plenary session 
in June, I 926. It was immediately and drastically condemned 
by the Comintern, in which the Russian Opposition led by 
Trotsky had already begun likewise to pose the problems of the 
Chinese revolution in a way that sought to orient the Chinese 
Communists away from the stifling stranglehold of the Kuomin
tang. The same official article which nearly one year later 
revealed for the first time that the March 20 coup had placed 
the Chinese Nationalist movement under the control of the 

"' The author of this report, Tsao Sze-yuan, was destined to suffer the conse
quences of not having disputed " in the least " the bourgeois offensive. A year 
later he died a martyr's death at the hands of Chiang Kai-shek's executioner. 
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Right wing of the Kuomintang also disclosed, likewise for the 
first time, that the Communists in China had demanded their 
freedom, and that this demand had been ordered "revised." 
Even the Chinese Communist proposal to organize Left-wing 
fractions within the Kuomintang-a shocking revelation that 
the so-called Left did not even have a fractional organization 
of its own-was likewise condemned in favour of a policy of 
" directing the entire Kuomintang to the Left and in guarantee
ing it a stable Left policy."35 • 

In China Borodin firmly clamped down on the tendencies 
within the Chinese Communist Party toward the pursuit of 
an independent political policy. "The present period is one 
in which the •Communists should do coolie service for the 
K1t9mintang ! " he declared. 36 Proposals to withdraw from the 
Kuomintang were squelched because they meant " abandon
ing the banner of the revolutionary Kuomintang to the 
bourgeoisie." The bourgeoisie had not waited, however, for 
the Communists. After March 20, the Kuomintang banner was 
firmly in their hands, and the masses were never apprised of 
that fact but were left to learn it suddenly and catastrophically. 
Instead of carrying the fight to the bourgeoisie on the battle
field of the class struggle at the head of the great labour and 
peasant organizations-in whose leadership Communists pre
dominated and upon whose strength the Canton regime still 
rested-the Chinese Communists were compelled to offer oniy 
servile apologies. The coup of March 20, I 926, presents the 
remarkable spectacle of a mighty mass movement under 
Communist leadership painlessly deflected from the course 
of its own independent development, brought under the 
leadership and control of its class enemy, and kept in ignorance 
of this fact by its own leaders, who protested that they never 
dreamed ofleading the masses except under the direction of the 
bourgeoisie. 

Thanks only to this, the representatives of the bourgeoisie 
could still appear before the masses as" revolutionary leaders" 
between whom and the Communists there was little discernible 
difference. In May, I926, Chiang Kai-shek came before the 
Third National Labour Conference, where 500 delegates 
represented 400 unions and I ,24o,ooo organized workers, 
of whom 8oo,ooo had participated in more than two hundred 
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political and economic strikes since the previous May. 37 With 
mock modesty Chiang referred to himself as shun ti "your 
younger brother." With cool cynicism he paid tribute to the 
decisive role played by the workers and peasants in the East 
River and southern campaigns during 1925. " In this period," 
he said, "the workers-peasant masses ... hastened the unifica
tion of Kwangtung, swept away all the counter-revolutionaries, 
and consolidated the basis of the National Government. From 
this one can see that the workeis and peasants are already able 
to fight imperialism with their own forces, without reliance 
upon the forces of the army ! "as 

Chiang Kai-shek dared to tell the Chinese workers what the 
Communists dared not-that they were in a position to depend 
upon their own forces to fight and win their own battles .• He 
could end his speech with" Long Live the World Revolution ! " 
and step down from the rostrum amid cheers in which Com
munist voices mingled with all the others. He could now go 
ahead with preparations for the Northern expedition, secure 
in the knowledge that the mass movement was still available 
for his use. The preliminary battle for control had been 
fought without a single bourgeois casualty. Indeed, it was not 
a battle but a successfully performed manceuvre. Thanks to 
the Communist policy of retreat and acquiescence, it had taken 
place away from the arena of mass struggles. The organized 
workers and peasants, who at the call of the Communists 
would have hurled their weight into the scales where they 
belonged-against the bourgeoisie-were now called upon to 
march into the battles of the Northern expedition under con
ditions which guaranteed to the bourgeoisie the fruits of their 
victories. The armies of the expedition marched northward in 
July, and were soon sweeping from victory to victory on the 
crest of a new revolutionary wave that surged torrent-like across 
Kiangsi, Hunan, and Hupeh, drawing fresh millions into the 
struggle and before long engulfing Wuhan and Shanghai. 

Meanwhile in Canton the consequences of the March 20 

coup made themselves felt. From covert manceuvres the 
bourgeoisie passed over to overt repression. The " temporary 
retreat " of the Communists in Canton became a permanent 
rout. Onjuly 29, Chiang Kai-shek's headquarters proclaimed 
martial law. Public organizations, assemblies, the Press, 

K Il9 



THE TRAGEDr OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

workers' and peasants' volunteer corps, strikes, all came within 
the orbit of military authority. Three days later an order was 
issued " forbidding all labour disturbances for the duration 
of the Northern expedition." While the authorities nominally 
held themselves aloof, the gangsters of Canton were mobilized 
into a "Central Labour Union." The offensive against the 
revolutionary workers was carried into the streets. 

Startled sharply out of the specious calm in which their 
leaders had lulled them, the ""orkers grabbed up arms, clubs, 
bamboo sticks, knives, an occasionai revolver and rifle, and 
defended themselves. In six days' street fightiug more than fifty 
workers were killed. On August g, the authorities stepped in 
with regulatioos for the compulsory arbitration of all labour 
di~utes under Government auspices. Workers were forbidden 
to oear arms of any description, to assemble, or to parade. 
"Any attempt during the period of the war against the North 
to make trouble at home will be considered an act of counter
revolution and treason against the Kuomintang," read a police 
order. Military patrols took possession of the streets. Members 
of the " Central Labour Union " were called in to break a 
printing strike which had paralysed the city's Press. The 
Workers' Delegates' Conference, a revolutionary organization 
representing I 70,000 Canton workers and shop employees, 
threatened a general strike. But their threat was months too 
late. It never materialized. The few small gains which the 
workers of Canton had wrested from their employers after 
years of struggle, were wiped out. The vicious contract system, 
which had made the workers the helpless slaves of the bosses, 
and which had been partially abolished in Canton, was 
restored. Public abuses, like licensed gambling and opium 
dens, which had been obliterated by the Government under the 
influence of the mass movement, resumed a flourishing existence 
with the rates of official "squeeze" boosted far above those of 
the pre-Nationalist days. 39 

In the Kwangtung country-side the March 20 coup was the 
signal for the launching of a vicious offensive of the landlords 
against the revolting peasants. A report of the Kwangtung 
Provincial Peasant Association, made in February, 1927, 
listed scores of attacks, murders of peasant leaders, smashing 
of peasant associations, which began in Kwangtung in June, 
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r g:26, and never ended until the revolutionary peasant move
ment was blotted out of the province. Even in the language of 
this report, the Communist leaders of the peasant movement 
continued to cloak the real authors of this counter-offensive. 
The :Vfarch 20 affair " really had no influence upon the 
policy of our Kuomintang," it read, "but avaricious officials, 
corrupt gentry, and rowdies took advantage of it to spread 
rumours such as ' the peasant associations are to be dissolved,' 
and ' the Kuomintang is discon~nuing the worker and peasant 
policy' ... The resolution passed on May rs by the Central 
Executive Committee plenary session was merely to deal 
adeq uatdy with the problems of the Kuomintang's internal 
affairs, but it was taken by the unprincipled ~andlords, the 
corrupt gentry, <1;nd the avaricious officials to indicate tbat 
the Government was about to dissolve the peasant associations 
and that the Kuomintang had abandoned the worker and 
peasant policy."40 The landlords and their minions correctly 
took their cue from Chiang Kai-shek's coup. The peasants 
never understood that the attacks upon them were thoroughly 
" lawful," that the March 20 coup had, indeed, put the 
peasant revolt beyond the pale of Kuomintang " legality " 
upon which the peasant leaders so helplessly depended. The 
same transformation brought to a fruitless close the strike of 
the Canton -Hong Kong workers. 

Negotiations for a settlement of the great strike were resumed 
shortly after the March coup. They had been suspended in 
January when the British categorically rejected the demands 
of the Hong Kong strikers and the Canton Government still 
insisted that it could negotiate only as an intermediary between 
the Hong Kong authorities and the strikers. In June, 1925, 
at the outset of the strike, the newly-established National 
Government had demanded the retrocession of the Shameen 
concessions and the withdrawal of all foreign naval vessels 
from Kwangtung waters. The workers of Hong Kong had 
demanded freedom of speech and press, the right to vote in 
the selection of Chinese representatives in the Government of 
the Crown Colony, improvement in working conditions, 
prohibition of child labour, the enforcement of an eight-hour 
day, and withdrawal of the general house rent mcreases 
scheduled to go into effect on July 1 that year. 
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The British had refused all negotiations and sat on their 
Hong Kong rock fulminating while the strike and boycott 
continued. " Only the unlawful activities of the Canton 
Strike Committee, instigated by Bolshevik intrigue, prevent the 
resumption of normal relations between Canton and Hong 
Kong on the old, familiar footing," declared the Governor of 
Hong Kong on February 4, 1926. "We expect and require 
the Canton Government to put an end to these illegalities. I 
also wish it to be clearly u~erstood that the Hong Kong 
Government will never agree in principle to strike pay or to 
compensation for non-reinstatement of labourers." 41 What his 
Excellency expected and required came to pass a few short 
weeks after h!s utterance. The transformation wrought in 
C;wton by the March coup of Chiang Kai-shek made possible a 
resumption of relations on the " old familiar footing." 

Unofficial contact between Hong Kong and Canton was 
resumed on April g when a Mr. Kemp, Attorney-General of 
the Hong Kong Government, conferred with C. C. Wu, the 
Canton Foreign Minister, in what was officially described as a 
"hearty talk." 42 A few days after the adjournment of the May 
plenary session of the Central Executive Committee, the 
Canton Government officially approached Hong Kong for a 
reopening of negotiations. The British readily agreed. The 
delegates met in July. The original demands of the Canton
Hong Kong workers were mutually deprecated. " These 
demands," said Eugene Chen, who had now taken over the 
Foreign Office," were conceived and formulated in the unusual 
circumstances immediately following the shooting of June 23, 

and they included terms which my Government, actuated by 
a sincere desire to arrive at a satisfactory settlement, is prepared 
to review in order that nothing incompatible with the real 
dignity and interest of Great Britain as a trading power in 
China shall continue to obstruct the path of settlement." 43 

It was no longer a question of strike pay for the workers. It 
became instead a question of a $ro,ooo,ooo loan from the 
British to the Canton Government, conditional upon " the 
complete cessation of the boycott and of all other anti-British 
manifestations throughout the territory controlled by the 
Canton Government." 44 The Chinese delegates no longer even 
pretended to represent the interests of the strikers. When the 
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Strike Committee demanded a voice in the parleys, Chiang 
Kai-shek issued an order " instructing the Canton Chief of 
Police to prevent any interference by labour unions with the 
Canton Hong Kong Conference now in progress." 45 

During the negotiations squads of soldiers and police 
patrolled the main streets of the city and a close check was kept 
on labour union leaders" to prevent any movement among the 
workers which will create an opinion that the Kuomintang is 
unable to command the CZI'hton situation and that any 
arrangement with the Kuomintang relative to the strike settle
ment . . . will be futile. The Canton Strike Committee is 
still clamouring that it should be heard, if not admitted to the 
negotiations now in progress in which the worlers are chiefly 
concerned ; and it is understood that should there beeno 
objection from either side, in certain matters a sub-committee 
or the whole conference may hear representations from the 
workers. In Canton Chinese opinion has been that the whole 
matter has been straightened out among the Kuomintang 
leaders and General Chiang Kai-shek before the meeting of the 
. . . delegations of July 1 5, and they cannot see how any 
agitation among the workers will change the policy already 
formulated. Any attention to the Strike Committee will be 
more a matter of courtesy than anything else." 46 

"Courtesy" for the workers and $w,ooo,ooo for Chiang 
Kai-shek ! Not a bad bargain. But the negotiations ended 
inconclusively since the bargaining position of the Canton Gov
ernment collapsed as soon as it was apparent that it no longer 
spoke for the workers and, in fact, was as anxious to end the 
strike as the British themselves. Thereupon, Britain dispensed 
with parleys and instead, on September 3, a British naval 
landing party cleared the wharves of the Canton West Bund 
of worker-pickets. In protest against this act, Eugene Chen 
asked for the " retirement of the British gunboats now moored 
along the jetties to their usual anchorage off the Shameen." 47 

A far cry, this, from the demand for the removal of all British 
vessels from Kwangtung waters ! But the back of the strike 
and boycott was broken. On October 10, 1926, the Canton 
Government unconditionally called off both strike and boy
cott. The Kuomintang and the Strike Committee explained 
that this step was required " by the change in the national 
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situation brought about by the extension of~ ationalist power 
and influence to the Yangtze." The abrupt termination 
of an historic fifteen months' struggle without a single con
cession to the demands of the workers who conducted it was 
termed " not a defeat but a great victory." 48 

" Imperialism either had to capitulate to China," explained 
Borodin, ". . . or China acknowledge defeat. Since, however, 
defeat could not be countenanced, it became necessary to 
terminate the battle in this cerner in order to start out with 
greater vigour to fight imperialism throughout China-on the 
wider base." 49 Defeat could not be "countenanced." It had 
to be rationalized into a victory. It was necessary to conceal 
the fact that fhe strategic moment and decisive positions had 
long since been surrendered to the enemy without a struggle. 
The Hong Kong strike and boycott had opened wide the door 
to an independent working-class perspective and had incom
parably demonstrated the ability of the workers to function 
in their own interests. Under the mentorship ofthe Comintern 
and Borodin, the Chinese Communists had let the opportunity 
slip by without ever realizing it. The workers of Canton and 
Hon5 Kong had to pay dearly for this " victory." 

Following the voluntary liquidation of the strike and boycott, 
the Governor of Hong Kohg happily declared that " we may 
reasonably hope that a determined effort will now be made by 
the Cantonese authorities to re-establish law and order." 
Hong Kong desired to see in K wangtung and Kwangsi " a 
strong, stable, and enlightened Government ; of such a 
Government we should gladly be close friends and staunch 
supporters." 5° With the departure of the National Government 
to the Yangtze in December, the task of re-establishing "law 
and order" in Kwangtung passed to the Kwangsi militarist, 
Li Chi-sen, who took over full control. Strict police measures 
were enforced against the workers. A set of stringent regulations 
was issued providing for compulsory arbitration of all disputes 
between workers and employers, forbidding workers to possess 
or carry arms, to make arrests, to picket shops or factories. 51 

In reply to these measures, the pickets and other workers' 
volunteer groups were "instructed by the Workers' Delegates' 
Conference, acting under the auspices of the Communist 
Party, to remain indoors for the present, pending readjustment 
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of their standing." 52 Anxious only to propitiate Li Chi-sen, 
the Communists abruptly put an end to their agitation for a 
popular re-election of delegates to the various provincial 
Kuomintang organizations. 53 They offered no protests when 
Li Chi-sen put through a sweeping reorganization during which 
he filled all important posts with his own appointees. No 
effort was made to organize any resistance to this reactionary 
offensive. Canton was tight in the militarist grip. The 
capitulation of the Communist~ was complete. 54 

This was Canton when a delegation of the Communist 
International composed of Earl Browder, Tom Mann, and 
Jacques Doriot, arrived on February 17, 1927. They inspected 
the outer shell of the mass movement that still•remained and 
were feted by the dictator, Li Chi-sen, who told them tftat 
" never, never, would the Nationalist Government proceed 
against the interests of the working class." 55 They sent their 
greetings to Chiang Kai-shek, who wired back his welcome. 56 

Their first reports to the international Press glowed with pride 
in " revolutionary Canton," and were unmarred by the slightest 
suggestion of discord. 57 At the graves of the Hong Kong 
pickets killed in action during the great strike they laid wreaths 
with an inscription that read : " The martyred Hong Kong 
pickets symbolize the great contribution of the Chinese working 
class to the Chinese revolution and the world revolution." 58 

Six months later, after events had long since taken their 
course, the delegation wrote the following of its visit to Canton : 
"The Northern Expedition was in full swing and the Canton 
merchants cleverly utilized the slogan of the united revolu
tionary front in order to free themselves from all obligations 
to the working class. . . . Some of the leaders of the Canton 
proletariat were far from clear in their policy in the face of 
this clever and demagogic tactic of the bourgeoisie. . . . 
(They) neglected ... the fundamental class interests of the 
proletariat for fear of breaking the united front with the 
bourgeoisie .... The only class, it seems, which took the 
slogan of the ' united front ' of all anti-imperialist and anti
militarist forces seriously was the proletariat and its revolu
tionary leaders. . . . This was undoubtedly a mistake which 
later cost the Chinese working class much sacrifice and good 
blood." 59 
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CHAPTER VI 

FROM CANTON TO THE r ANGT,ZE 
• 

T he Kuomintang marched its forces northward to replace 
the power of the older militarists with its own. It 

marched not to fight imperialism, but to compromise with it. 
Deluded into tfle belief that a Kuomintang victory would bring 
a t6orough change in their conditions of life and livelihood
of this the Communists made no attempt to disabuse them 
-the masses rose in a tidal wave which swept the expeditionary 
armies to the banks of the Yangtze. 

Success was swift and spectacular. Armed forces merely 
supplemented the huge propaganda machine which swept 
forward, unleashing the forces which levelled all opposition 
like a line of tanks clearing the way for infantry. Before this 
onslaught the mercenary forces of Wu Pei-fu and his allies 
were helpless and demoralized. They either fell back in con
fusion or with their commanders sought the safety of an alliance 
with the Nationalists. A foreign eye-witness relates how "an 
indigenous intelligence service ... was ready waiting to 
assist the incoming army, reliable guides were available to 
serve whenever wanted ; in some cases days before the army 
arrived, towns and cities were taken possession of by little 
groups (!) of enthusiasts ... in the name of the National 
Government."1 In the actual fighting peasant detachments 
were found wherever the clash was fiercest. Railway and tele
graph workers paralysed the enemy's communications. Peasant 
intelligence made all the enemy staff secrets almost instantly 
available to the advancing Nationalists. 

Tang Sheng-chih, a Hunan militarist who was among the 
first to leap upon the Nationalist band-wagon, occupied 
Changsha on July 12. A few weeks later the expeditionary 
forces faced the northern defences at Y ochow on the Yangtze. 
Their way had been cleared by the independent action of the 
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peasants at Pingkiang and of the workers of the Canton
Hankow and Chuchow-Pinghsiang railways. Peasant guides 
led the Nationalists to a ford unknown to the :'\fortherners 
which enabled them to cross one of the adjacent tributaries 
ofthe Yangtze and fall upon Yochow's defenders from the rear. 
"The enemy thought the army had come from Heaven," 
gleefully reported a Canton newspaper. 2 Twelve hours later 
on the morning of August 22, Nationalist troops entered 
Yochow. Nationalist forces .:onverged on the three great 
cities located at the confluence of the Han and Yangtze rivers, 
Hanyang, Hankow, and Wuchang. The arsenal workers in 
Hanyang struck. The northern garrison retreated from the 
city in confusion, theN ationalists taking possesston of Han yang 
on September 6 and of Hankow two days later. Wuch~g's 
defenders held out inside that city's mighty walls for nearly a 
month before the charges of the famous " Ironsides " army 
battered the gates in. By mid-October the flag of the Kuomin
tang was firmly established over the heart of the Yangtze 
Valley. 

Meanwhile in the east the advance of Chiang Kai-shek 
through Kiangsi had been less spectacular and less successful. 
Chiang had restricted the activities of the propaganda machine 
and had already along the line of march adopted repressive 
measures against the mass movement. This enabled Sun 
Chuang-fang, military overlord of the five eastern provinces, 
to put up a hardier resistance. Chiang's progress was so slow 
that in October he loosened slightly the restrictions on propa
ganda and matters then moved more swiftly. Nanchang was 
finally taken, and on November 5 Chiang's forces reached 
Kiukiang on the banks of the Yangtze. 

The victories of the Northern Expedition coincided with a 
vast extension of the mass movement. In Hunan labour 
unions spread from five to forty hsien and their membership 
rose from 6o,ooo to rso,ooo by the end of November. In 
Wuhan within two months of the Nationalist occupation more 
than 30o,ooo workers and shop employees were mobilized 
in more than 200 unions united under the banner of the 
Hupeh General Labour Union. To the workers the Nationalist 
victory was the signal for militant efforts to revise the miserable 
living standard to which they were subjected by Chinese and 
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foreign employer alike. Wuhan was rocked by a terrific series 
of strikes. 3 

Even more spectacular was the growth of the peasant move
ment. By the end of November there were in Hunan fifty-four 
organized hsien with a total registered membership in the 
peasant associations of r,07I,I37· By January, 1927, this 
number had passed 2,ooo,ooo. 4 The peasants first demanded 
rent reduction, abolition of the miscellaneous tax burden, 
and arms to fight the village ~entry. Village authority fell 
largely to the peasant associations and in Hunan the step 
from refusal to pay all rent to the outright seizure of land was 
quickly taken. 

It was in thege circumstances that the National Government 
mo~d in December from Canton to the Yangtze. The flush 
of victory and the glow of the mass movement enabled the 
vacillating petty bourgeois politicians of the " Left " to shed 
temporarily the inferiority complex which Chiang Kai-shek's 
show of power in Canton had thrust upon them. They strutted 
back and forth on the platform of power erected by the masses 
and gushed a torrent of radical phrases. Before the realities 
of the class struggle, however, they shrank. Soon the traditional 
cry of the petty bourgeois radical rose like a wail in the meeting 
chambers of Government committees-" The masses are going 
too far ! " 

In the face of the strike wave the Hankow capitalists stiffened 
into resistance. On December 3, the General Chamber of 
Commerce threatened a general strike of capital unless measures 
were immediately taken to limit the workers' struggles. 
Borodin, the Communist leaders, and their Kuomintang 
associates hastened to comply. Three days later a board of 
arbitration was set up to "recognize' reasonable (?) increases 
of wages, advise different trades to follow traditions (!) in 
fixing working hours, to improve materially the social treat
ment of the workers, and to leave the power of employing 
and dismissing labourers entirely in the hands of the 
employers." 5 The personnel of the board was made up of 
representatives of the Kuomintang, the General Labour 
Union, and the Chamber of Commerce. Its decisions were to 
be " binding on both employer and employees." An attempt 
was made to introduce labour legislation which fixed a mini-
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mum wage of :-113 a month a ruling which never took effect, 
miserable as it was and at the same time forbade workers to 
iutcrfere in matters "of management and employment; but 
in cases of obvious disadvantage to the workers they may 
present protests." 6 This meant the establishment of a system 
of compulsory arbitration, against which Communists had 
always taken a principled position precisely because such a 
system is designed to sap the initiative of the working class, 
vitiate the fighting strength of"its organizations, and in general 
to deflect them from methods of militant class struggle. 

Borodin and the Wuhan Kuomintang radicals similarly tried 
to evade taking responsibility for the peasant movement. The 
task of formulating a concrete programme of p~asant demands 
was avoided. Even the 25 per cent rent reduction provide<iofor 
in the 1924 programme of the Kuomintang was never applied. 
Instead peasant " excesses " were deplored and the fear pre
vailea that the peasants, by going " too far," might prejudice 
the united front of the classes. The period of the Northern 
Expedition offered an incomparable opportunity to liberate 
the masses from bourgeois influence and from the bourgeois 
leadership established by Chiang Kai-shek in Canton. The 
Communist leadership did not seize this opportunity, however, 
Instead it clung to the flabby bourgeois radicals of the Kuomin
tang "Left." A striking picture of the Communist leadership 
and the policies of the Comintern delegate was given by three 
more critical-minded Comintern functionaries in Shanghai in 
a letter to Moscow dated March 17, 1927: 

"Up to October, 1926, the question of the peasantry ... 
was never raised in a more or less serious form either by the 
representative of the E.C.C.I. (Executive Committee of the 
Communist International) or by the C.C. (Central Committee) 
of the Chinese Communist Party, except for the decisions of 
theJunc plenum of the C.C., which completely hushed up the 
peasants' struggle and appealed for a bloc with the ' good 
gentry.' ... In October a programme of peasants' demands 
was worked out, but the representative of the E. C. C. I. as well 
as the Party leaders considered it only as a programme for the 
Party congress. For a period of three to four months the 
programme did not pass beyond the walls of the C.C., and 
only in January was it sent out to the local organizations. But 
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up till now, nothing has been essentially changed in the tactics 
of the Party on the peasant question. The old line of curbing 
the struggle in the village and applying the brakes to the 
peasants' movement as a whole still prevails. . . . The fear 
of the peasants' movement has existed and still remains in the 
Party. The realization of peasant possession of land (that is, 
the occupation of the land by the peasants) is called by the 
C.C. ' a dangerous infantile disease of Leftism.' It continues 
to speak of the' united front wirtl the good gentry and the small 
and middle landlords against the bad gentry and the black
guards.' (Report from Hunan of December 30.) The expres
sion' good gentry' is found to this day in all Party documents, 
in articles by ,eading comrades. This replacement of social 
ca~gories by moral categories is essentially a suspension of the 
revolutionary movement in the village. 

"At the December plenum of the C. C. a resolution on the 
peasant question was adopted with the participation of the 
representative of the E.C.C.I. Not a word is to be found in 
this resolution on an agrarian programme and on the struggle 
of the peasantry. The resolution does not answer a single 
one of the most burning questions of the day; the question 
of the peasants' power is answered negatively. It says, the 
slogan of a peasants' power must not be raised so as not to 
frighten away the petty bourgeoisie. From the neglect of the 
peasants' revolution springs the suspension by the leading 
Party organs of the arming of the peasantry .... 

" The tactic of the Party in the workers' movement is no 
different from its tactic in the peasants' movement. Above all, 
there is an absolute under-estimation and lack of attention to it. 
The C. C. has no trade union department. More than a million 
organized workers have no guiding centre. The trade unions 
are separated from the masses and remain to a large degree 
organizations at the top. The political and organizational work 
is replaced everywhere by compulsion, but the main thing is 
that reformist tendencies are growing inside as well as outside 
the revolutionary trade union movement ... there occur 
refusals to support and defend the economic demands of the 
workers. Out of fear of the elementary growth of the labour 
movement, the Party in Canton consented to compulsory 
arbitration, then it did the same thing in Hank ow (the idea 
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of compulsory arbitration itself comes from Borodin). Especi
ally great is the fear of the Party leaders of the movement of 
the non-industrial workers. . . . 

"The report of the C.C. at the December plenum says : 
'It is unusually difficult for us to decide our tactics in relation 
to the middle and petty bourgeoisie, since the strikes of non
industrial and office workers are only conflicts within the petty 
bourgeoisie themselves. Both sides (i.e. the employers and the 
workers) being necessary for tl!e national united front, we can 
support neither of the two sides, neither can we be neutral. 
. . . The employees in concerns producing vital necessities 
(rice, salt, coal, fuel, etc.) must never resort to strikes if there is 
the slightest possibility of attaining concession~ in a peaceful 
manner.' • 

"Thus the Party abandons the defence and support of the 
non-industrial workers, i.e., the majority of the Chinese 
working-class, and covers it up with the necessity of the united 
front with the petty bourgeoisie. Incidentally, it is quite clear 
that it is not so much a question of the petty bourgeoisie, especi
ally of the artisans, as of the commercial middle bourgeoisie .... 
The Party leadership also fears the arming of the workers. 

" A characterization of the Party attitude towards the 
army was given by comrade Chow En-lai in his report. He 
said to the Party members : ' Go into this national revolu
tionary army, strengthen it, raise its fighting ability, but do not 
carry on any independent work there.' Up to recently there 
were no nuclei in the army. Our comrades who were political 
advisers occupied themselves exclusively with military and 
political work for the Kuomintang. . . . 

" With the aid of all sorts of combinations, oppositions, etc., 
our comrades hoped to maintain a balance of forces in the 
army, but it never occurred to them to capture it .... With 
particular ardour does the representative of the E. C. C. I. deny 
the possibility of political work in the army. The December 
plenum of the C. C. adopted a decision to build nuclei in the 
army (only of commanders, to be sure, with the prohibition 
against taking in soldiers), and injanuary of this year, when the 
other Russian comrades (not for the first time), raised the 
question of work in the army, comrade V.* already expressed 

* Voitinsky. 
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himself sharply against the organization of nuclei. First he 
told comrade M. * that Moscow had decided not to form 
nuclei and then he showed the impossibility of organizing them ; 
first, because the military commanders, especially Chiang 
Kai-shek, would see in it the machinations of the Communists, 
which would strain relations ; second, because the Cantonese 
army was not susceptible to influence from below. When it 
was proposed to draw workers and Communists into the 
army on a mass scale . . . as well as peasants and members of 
the Peasant leagues, he laid it aside with pretexts, declaring 
that nobody would take them into the army anyway, nothing 
would ever come of it, there is no recruiting going on now, etc. 
And since he dftl not dare to appear as an opponent in principle 
in the question of arming the workers, he discovered a thousand 
difficulties, and showed that the arming of the workers is 
absolutely unthinkable, that we cannot get weapons anywhere, 
etc. 

" Besides, there are dozens of company commanders and 
a few regiment commanders who are Communists and have a 
colossal influence, there is a Communist regiment, and through 
all these channels an enormous work could be conducted. 
But out of fear of revolutionizing the army which pervades 
some Party leaders, isolated comrades working in the army 
became detached from the Party, were transformed into 
' individual ' Communist commanders. . . . Despite the fact 
that the representative of the E.C.C.I. after a long resistance 
admitted to us that the work of the Party in the army must be 
reorganized, he subsequently did nothing to carry through 
this reorganization. We do not even know if he spoke of it to. 
the C.C." 7 

In all this the functionary critics were careful not to say 
that Borodin and Voitinsky were only carrying out in China 
the policies dictated by Stalin and Bukharin in Moscow. The 
fatal policies of the Chinese Communist leadership, sponsored 
by Borodin and Voitinsky, flowed irrevocably from the course 
pursued by the Comintern. In March, 1926, on the very eve 
of Chiang Kai-shek's coup, the Sixth Plenum of the Executive 
Committee of the Comintern had sanctified the bloc of the 
workers and peasants with the bourgeoisie and ensured to the 

* Mandalyan. 
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latter the support of the proletariat. After the ~1arch :;!0 coup 
it deliberately concealed the shift of power in Canton to the 
hands of the extreme Right wing of the Kuomintang under the 
:rgis of Chiang Kai-shek. Shortly afterward the Political 
Bureau of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, against 
one adverse vote-Trotsky's· -approved the admission of 
Chiang Kai-shek's Kuomintang, as a "sympathizing party," 
into the Communist International.* 

"In preparing himself for .the role of an executioner," 
wrote Trotsky, Chiang Kai-shek " wanted to have the cover of 
world Communism~and he got it." 8 

In October, rg26, the Stalin-Bukharin leadership in Moscow 
wired the Chinese Communists to keep the peastant movement 
in check in order not to drive away the generals leading the 
victorious march northward. When confronted with the fact, 9 

Stalin later admitted that such a telegram had been sent and, 
more remarkably still, confessed that it had been " a mistake," 
hastily adding that it had been " cancelled " a few weeks 
later.l 0 The "cancellation" consisted of the directives of the 
Seventh Plenum of the Executive Committee of the Com
munist International, which were more careful to stress, in 
general terms, the importance of the agrarian revolution to the 
Chinese anti-imperialist struggle. At the same time, by the 
system of double book-keeping that liad now become the rule in 
the Comintern, the specific and concrete programme laid down 
for the Chinese Communists required them, more than ever, 
to check the tumultuous uprising of the peasant millions. 

This cleavage between profession and practice flowed from 
t.he opportunism of the Comintern, which professed, abstractly, 
the principle of the political independence of the proletariat 
while it practised, concretely, a policy of capitulation to the 
bourgeoisie. In their word-laden, over-cunning resolutions, 
Stalin, Bukharin & Co. united these antithetical elements 
and presented them as a synthetic whole. When their practices 
led to disaster, they could always cite their professions and shift 
the blame to the practices of others. 

The theses .on the Chinese question,11 adopted by the 

* The participation ofShao Li-tze, of Chiang's personal entourage, as fraternal 
delegate of the Kuomintang in the Seventh Plenum of the E.C.C.I. in November, 
1926, confirms the membership status of the Kuomintang in the International. 
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Seventh Plenum of the Comintern Executive in November, 
I 926, observed that " the progressive abandonment of the 
revolution by the big bourgeoisie is historically inevitable." 
This phrase was later worn thin when quotations were needed 
to prove that the Comintern "foresaw" and " predicted" 
everything. Its original context, however, included the follow
ing passages : " This does not signify that the bourgeoisie 
is totally eliminated, as a class, from the struggle for national 
independence, since side by ~de with the small and middle 
bourgeoisie, even a certain section of the big bourgeoisie can 
for a certain time still march with the revolution. . . . The 
proletariat must, of course, broadly utilize those strata of the 
bourgeoisie Which at present are actively co-operating in the 
reyolutionary struggle against imperialism and militarism." 

The theses warned that the " bourgeoisie" was trying to 
" smash the revolution," but the worker closely following the 
actual events in China would look in vain in the pages of this 
document for a translation of this dire " warning" into the 
names, dates, parties, and places directly involved in the 
Chinese events. " Smashing the revolution " implied an 
activity of an extremely concrete nature. Who was smashing 
it ? Where, when, and how ? Of this the theses speak no 
word. What of Chiang Kai-shek, the March 20 coup, the 
repression of the workers in Canton and the massacres of the 
peasants in the province of K wangtung and in the wake of 
Chiang Kai-shek's northward advancing armies? Of all this 
no word, not a single solitary word. The theses contained 
a single reference, unexplained and unelaborated, to the fact 
that" the labour and peasant movement, even in Kwangtung 
province, have had to surmount many difficulties." In his 
report, Tang Ping-shan, delegate of the Chinese Communist 
Party, referred mysteriously to " the March affair this year in 
Canton " as " an attempt on the part of the bourgeoisie to 
take the leadership of the revolution away from the proletariat," 
but he never mentioned it again, nor did anyone else, if the 
official record is to be believed.12 

Stalin himself assured the members of the Chinese commis
sion on November 30 that the "big national bourgeoisie is 
extremely weak . . . the role of leader of the Chinese 
peasantry must inevitably fall into the hands of the Chinese 
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proletariat which is better organized and more active than the 
Chinese bourgeoisie."13 The sections of the Comintern and 
their delegates were left secure in their belief that while the 
" bourgeoisie " might be trying to " smash " the revolution, 
Chiang Kai-shek was leading it from victory to victory. When 
Chiang's personal representative, Shao Li-tze, appeared on the 
rostrum as the fraternal delegate of the Kuomintang, they gave 
him a stormy ovation and rose to sing the " International " 
in his honour. When " in the name of the Kuomintang," 
Shao-referred to in the record as " comrade " Shao-declared 
that " we expect the support of the Comintern and all its 
affiliated parties. . . . Long live the Comintern ! Long live 
the world revolution ! " the enthusiasm was inelescribable.14 

Stalin was perfectly aware that the advance of Chiang 
Kai-shek's armies had meant in Canton and in scores of towns 
and villages the bloody suppression of strikes, the destruction 
of trade unions, and repression of the peasant movement, 15 

yet of Chiang Kai-shek's Northern Expedition he said : " The 
advance of the Canton troops meant a blow aimed at imperial
ism, a blow aimed at its agents in China. It meant the freedom 
of assembly, freedom to strike, freedom ofthe Press, freedom of 
coalition for all the revolutionary elements in China in general 
and for the workers in particular. . . . In China it is not the 
unarmed people against the troops of their own Government, 
but the armed people in the form of its revolutionary army. 
In China armed revolution is fighting against a~med counter
revolution. This is one of the peculiarities and one of the 
advantages of the Chinese revolution. 

" What is important," continued Stalin," is not the bourgeois 
democratic character of the Canton Government, which forms 
the nucleus of the future all-Chinese revolutionary power. The 
most important thing is that this power is an anti-militarist 
power, and can be nothing else, that every advance of this 
power is a blow aimed at world imperialism and is therefore a 
stroke in favour of the world revolutionary movement."16 

The " bourgeoisie " would indeed " inevitably abandon " 
the revolution, but its chief agent, Chiang Kai-shek, was the 
heroic leader of the " armed revolution," and its chief agency, 
the Canton Government, was the shining spea!'head of struggle 
against the militarists and against imperialism, which, " despite 
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its bourgeois-democratic character, essentially and objectively 
contains the embryo of a revolutionary-democratic-petty
bourgeois dictatorship of the revolutionary bloc of the prole
tariat, the peasantry, and the urban petty bourgeoisie."17 

How more to disorient and confuse the Communists of all 
countries, and above all the Communists in China ? 

On the agrarian revolution the theses of the Seventh Plenum 
spoke bold words : " The agrarian question . . . is the 
central point of the present situation .... Not to deal boldly 
with the agrarian question, not to support in their entirety 
the political and economic aims of the peasant masses would be 
a real danger for the revolution. It would be false not to place 
the programm~ofthe peasant movement first in the programme 
of national liberation for fear of alienating the uncertain and 
perfidious co-operation of a part of the capitalist class."18 

This was, presumably, the " cancellation " of the October 
telegram that ordered a restraining hand on the peASants 
precisely to assure the continued " uncertain and perfidious " 
co-operation of the bourgeoisie. But examine this new boldness 
a few lines farther, where the theses declare : 

" While recognizing that the Communist Party of China 
must proclaim the nationalization of land as the fundamental 
demand of the agrarian programme of the proletariat, it must 
nevertheless for the present differentiate its agrarian tactic 
according to the economic and political peculiarities of th~ 
different sections of Chinese territory." 

Light is shed on this cryptic qualification in the concrete 
agrarian programme laid down for the Chinese Communists 
to follow. Exceeding in no respect the liberal-reform pro
gramme of the Kuomintang, the Comintern asked for rent 
reductions, tax adjustments, credit aids, Governmental support 
ofthe peasant organizations, arms, and" confiscation of church 
and convent land and of land belonging to the reactionary 
militarists." Stalin suggested the same kind of " tactical 
differentiation " when he spoke of the programmatic demands 
of the proletariat and raised the slogan of nationalization of 
industry. " This raises above all," he immediately added, 
" the question of nationalization of those undertakings whose 
owners have distinguished themselves by special hostility and 
special aggressiveness towards the Chinese people. " 19 
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This reproduced the categories of " good" and " bad " 
gentry already in common usage in China. It extended them 
to the idea of " reactionary " (as against " progressive " ?) 
militarists, and " especially hostile " (as against " friendly " ?) 
exploiters of industrial labour. This mechanism served here 
simply to " cancel " completely the specious radicalism of the 
theses and to couceal, however thinly, the Comintern's capitu
lation to the bourgeoisie. The Communists were ordered to 
support " in their entirety " the demands of the peasants-
and the peasants were already demanding the land. At the 
same time the Communists were required to limit themselves 
to agitating for the confiscation only of the land of the " reac
tionary militarists." Was it not a fact that ev~y local satrap 
joined the Kuomintang as soon as it reached his bailiwick? 
He thus became part of the " armed revolution " and his land 
became theoretically inviolate, along with the land of all his 
satellites, his relatives, his supporters-i.e. all the local owners 
of land for whom he ruled. Peasants in Kwangtung, Hunan, 
and Kiangsi were already discovering this as they reached out 
to take the land for their own. Protection of the " officers' 
land," sanctified here by the Comintern, served as a noose for 
the agrarian revolution. Supported by the Communists, it 
became the main prop in the defence of the landlords as a whole. 

This was the kind of " agrarian revolution" that even 
Qhiang Kai-shek gladly supported. Said " comrade " Shao 
Li-tze to the plenum : " Comrade (comrade !) Chiang Kai
shek declared in his speech before the members of the Kuomin
tang that the Chinese revolution would be unthinkable if it 
were unable to solve correctly the agrarian, i.e. the peasant, 
question .... We are convinced that the Kuomintang, under 
the leadership of the Communist Party and the Comintern, 
will fulfil its historic role ! "20 

There was a grim truth in Chiang Kai-shek's conviction 
that under the" leadership of the Comintern "the Kuomintang 
would " fulfil its historic role." So long as this leadership kept 
the Chinese Communists, and with them the masses, lashed to 
the chariot of the bourgeoisie and its Government, there could 
be no doubt of it. On this point the theses were emphatic. The 
whole programme was to be achieved through and by the 
Kuomintang Government. "The task of the Communist 
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Party," said the theses, " is to see that the Canton Government 
carries out these measures as a transition toward a further 
development of the agrarian revolution." Casually the theses 
admitted that " since its creation, this Government has really 
been in the hands of the Right wing of the Kuomintang," and 
then added : " Recent events indicate that the Communists 
must enter the National Government to support the Left wing 
in its struggle (?) against the feeble (?) and wavering (?) policy 
of the Right." The "recent •events "-again unspecified
had really shown that the " Left " was the feeble and wavering 
prisoner of the aggressive and powerful Right. To order the 
Communists into this Government and cut them off from a 
powerful independent offensive of their own only ensured 
that they in turn would remain obedient prisoners of the 
" Left." 

All power and unquestioning obedience to the Kuomintang 
regime ! "What is essentially new and original," Bukharin told 
a Leningrad party meeting, " is that now the Chinese revolution 
already possesses a centre organized into a State power. This 
fact has enormous significance. The Chinese revolution has 
already passed the stage of evolution in which the popular 
masses struggle against the ruling regime. The present stage 
of the Chinese revolution is characterized by the fact that the 
forces of the revolution are already organized into a State power 
with a regular, disciplined army ... the advance of the armies, 
their brilliant victories ... are a special form of the revolutionary 
process. " 21 

The popular masses had no longer need of struggle against 
" the ruling regime." The ruling regime still represented the 
interests ofthe exploiters in town and country, and its generals 
were already clamping the lid on the mass movement, but this 
was "a special form of the revolutionary process." Tang 
Ping-shan unconsciously summed up the dilemma : 

"We must safeguard the interests of the peasantry, but 
on the other hand we must maintain and solidify the united 
front of the national revolutionary movement. In so contra
dictory a situation it is not easy(!) to maintain a correct tactical 
line ... In this question we stand completely on the standpoint 
of Comrade Bukharin : the development of the Chinese peasant 
movement, while at the same time maintaining the united front 
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tang. On this point the Kuomintang leaders were perfectly 
clear. "The present co-operative plan is important," it 
was explained in the official People's Tribune, "because it signi
fies greater control by the Kuomintang over all the forces 
participating in the national revolution .... The Communist 
Party will have to fulfil its obligations to enable the Party 
(the Kuomintang) and the Government to exercise full control 
over the mass movement."3 6 

These resolutions took effec~ The decisions concerning 
Chiang Kai-shek remained futile words scribbled on paper. 
The Communists accepted the authority of the petty bourgeois 
radicals of Wuhan. Chiang did not and Wuhan dared not 
take the offensive against him. While the Pres~ everywhere 
buzzed with rumours concerning the growing schism in the 
Kuomintang, the Wuhan radicals and their Communist allies 
sought desperately to deny the presence of any rift in the 
Nationalist lute. " The military organs are willingly and gladly 
turning over all political functions to the Party . . . the Party 
and the army are in agreement," the Wuhan leaders declared. 
Asked about the rumour of a split, they said it was "a pure 
fabrication." 37 The shifts made in the commanding staff 

.~.. we:re made amid general agreement, it was 
asserteu. • ~~p~ there is now complete con
currence. The very mt.u v.~- which seemed 
directly aimed at . . . have now signihea tu ...... 

reported the Nationalist News Agency. 38 

This whistling in the dark harmonized entirely with Chiang 
Kai-shek's strategy. He had yet to reach Shanghai. He 
had yet to conclude and consolidate his new alliances. He 
wanted no open break so long as he remained in Nanchang. 
He would break with Wuhan on his own terms once ensconced 
in the Whangpoo metropolis. In Kiangsi he was already 
unleashing the terror against the labour and peasant leaders 
and against the Communists. Press reports almost daily of 
his negotiations with Mukden for " a reconciliation of north 
and south to fight the Reds " heralded his course toward a 
split. For Wuhan, however, the "crisis was over" and the 
national revolutionary movement was declared to be " in a 
position to move on unhampered by the slightest suggestion 
of inner conflict." 3 o 
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" What did the C.C. of our Party do. . . . ? One would 
think that it should have conducted a broad campaign among 
the masses . . . baring the secret motives behind this conflict 
and exposing the intriguers, encircling Chiang Kai-shek, and 
bringing strong pressure to bear on the Government and on 
Borodin to stop camouflaging the conflict as a personal one 
and to move among the masses on the basis of a political 
platform of social reforms, and above all agrarian reforms, so 
that Chiang Kai-shek would ltave been forced to accept battle 
(if he wanted it) on the basis of a fixed programme-a fact 
which would have created grave difficulties for him. But the 
Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party and the 
representativ'b of the E.C.C.I. for a long time' did not notice' 
this conflict and took no position with regard to it .... We 
repeat : the leading nucleus of the Party took no position and 
did nothing for two months in the Nanchang-Wuhan conflict . 
. . . The Central Committee only hid itself and evaded answer
ing the questions that the situation placed before it. The local 
organizations of the Party in Hupeh developed, at their own 
risk and peril, a campaign around this question without 
awaiting the decisions of the Central Committee." 40 

When finally, on March r8, Chen Tu-hsiu took open cog
nizance of the situation, he confined himself to reproaching 
Chiang Kai-shek for attacking Wuhan and Borodin. He 
quoted a headline from a Shanghai Japanese newspaper 
of March 17: "Nanchang openly proclaims a pro-Japanese 
policy; Refuses to recognize the results of the Central Executive 
Committee Conference ; Decides to get rid of Borodin." 
Chiang, exhorted Chen Tu-hsiu, should repudiate these 
Japanese rumours and not" abuse his own associates." "Our 
duty, therefore ... " he wrote, " is earnestly to persuade the 
Nationalist revolutionary leader, General Chiang Kai-shek, 
to prove immediately in words and actions that the so-called 
reconciliation between north and south to oppose the Reds 
is but the scheming ofimperialistJapan." 41 

The advance to the Yangtze and the gigantic up-surge of the 
mass movement had brought the class contradictions in the 
Nationalist movement to the breaking-point. Chiang Kai
shek was openly steering for Shanghai to come to terms there 
with the imperialists. The mass movement would be headed 
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off this time only by the sharper expedient of decapitation. 
This wa-> the real root of the so-called Nanchang -Wuhan 
conflict. Yet the Wuhan radicals, flattered by the boldness 
of their paper resolutions, considered the crisis over. . The 
Communists tried only " earnestly to persuade " the erring 
general. The issues 'were kept carefully screened from the 
masses, and especially from the Shanghai workers who held the 
key to the crisis in their hands, Unwarned, unprepared, they 
became first Chiang's pawns and then his victims . 

• 
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CHAPTER VII 

;___--THE SHANGHAI INSURRECTION 
... ~· ----~ 

Tf n Shanghai the workers kad responded to the victorious 
Jl advance of the Northern Expedition with a strike wave of 
unexampled depth and militancy. During 1926 in Shanghai 
there were, according to one official survey, r69 strikes affecting 
r65 factorieg and companies and involving 202,297 workers. 
Of these, 82, or 49·64 per cent, were wholly or partially 
successful. Another official survey listed 257 strikes, of which 
53·89 per cent were wholly or partially successful.l 

A steady depreciation in the value of copper coins during 
the year had caused a sharp rise in the cost of living. Condi
tions for the workers worsened accordingly. In most cases 
the strike demands centred on wage increases, recall of 
discharged employees, dismissal of offensive foremen, dismissals 
without reason, strike pay, payment or increase offood allow
ances, reduction or limitation of working hours, improvements 
in factory equipment, living quarters, eating-rooms and 
general working conditions, abolition of corporal punishment 
of workers, bonuses, release of arrested or detained workers, 
and compensation for injuries sustained while at work. Other 
constantly recurring demands, like those for medical service, 
sick-leave pay, wages for apprentices, six-day week, prompt 
payment of wages, one month's salary for women workers 
during confinement, non-replacement of adults by children, 
and pensions, were eloquent of conditions prevailing in 
Shanghai industry. 

These strike battles were fought and more than half of them 
won under conditions of the most savage repression by the 
militarist and foreign authorities. The Shang__hai General 
Labour Union functioned ill_<.:;g;:tllY· Few strikes were unaccom
panied by arrests and the usc of force against the workers. 
Such measures, however, made little impression on the strike 
wave. With the Nationalist occupation of Wuhan and 
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Kiukiang, the Shanghai mass movement took on a more 
directly political coloration. The workers were preparing to 
intervene in their own way to achieve a political solution of 
their problems. 

An abortive revolt of one of Sun Chuang-fang's subordinates 
in Chekiang in October was made the signal for an attempted 
uprising in Shanghai on October 24. The Chekiang revolt 
failed. The uprising, in which the Communists left the 
initiative to a Kuomintang cominittee headed by Niu Yung
chien, was put down with comparative ease by the minions of 
Sun Chuang-fang. No general strike was called nor were the 
masses as a whole mobilized for action. Niu, who held a 
mandate from the Central Kuomintang headquartt!rs in Canton 
and who was an adherent of Chiang Kai-shek, had the double 
task of disturbing Sun's rear in Chiang's favour and limiting 
the influence and activities of the Communists. On the night of 
October 23 news of the defeat of the Chekiang revolt reached 
Shanghai. Niu did not pass the word along, but simply held 
himself aloof from the uprising scheduled for the next day. 
A few small bands of Communist workers attacked police 
stations during the night but were quickly overpowered. The • 
workers did not fail to draw lessons from this experience and 
prepared themselves for more effective future action. Huge 
mass meetings on November 28 and December 12 at which 
anti-militarist and anti-imperialist feeling ran high proved the 
heralds of approaching insurrection. 

In these months the political situation in Shanghai became 
exceedingly complex. It revolved around a movement which 
began as an attempt to agitate for the autonomy of the 
Shanghai area and which soon developed into agitation for the 
autonomy of Kiangsu, Chekiang, and Anhwei provinces. 
This movement became the rallying point for the political 
activities of all groups and classes. It was the focus for the 
banking and compradoring bourgeoisie led by Yu Y a-ching 
and the Chekiang-Kiangsu banking group, the Right-wing 
Kuomintang politicians, led by Wu Chih-hui, Chang Chi, and 
others, professional intriguers and negotiators like Huang Fu 
and C. T. Wang, the gangsters under Hwang Ching-yung, 
Tu Yueh-sen, and Chang Siao-ling, the Kuomintang com
mittee headed by Niu Yung-chien, and the usual host of small 
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fry, hangers-on, go-betweens, job-holders, and job-seekers. 
Even Sun Chuang-fang, the local war lord against whom the 
autonomy movement was presumably directed, began poking 
his finger in the autonomy pic. Hovering in the vicinity was 
Yang Yu-ting, the special envoy of Mukden, fishing for a deal 
between Chang Tso-lin and the Kuomintang. Dragging at 
the tail of all these bourgeois politicians and manipulators 
were the Chinese Communist Party and the Shanghai General 
Labour Union to whom the rnass of th~ workers and the city 
poor looked for leadership. 2 

The worsening of Sun's military position in December helped 
precipitate this curious and ill-mixed solution. Sun turned 
in desperatif'>n to an erstwhile ally, Chang Tsung-chang, war 
lord of Shantung and the most noto;iously rapacious of his 
breed. Chang's troops began moving south along the Tientsin
Pukow Railway. Shanghai capitalists heard with consternation 
reports that Chang was going to force on them ten millions in 
worthless military paper with a demand for specie payment. 
The threat of dislocation which accompanied the prospect of 
the occupation of Shanghai by the Fengtien -Shantung troops 
of Chang Tsung-chang helped turn the attention of the big 
banking interests towards Chiang Kai-shek, seemingly the most 
likely candidate capable of rescuing them from the offensive 
of the workers and city poor from below and the depredations 
of the Shantung war lord from above. 

The imperialist authorities, the British and American more 
so than the Japanese, seemed to have found the complexities 
of the situation somewhat beyond them for the moment. The 
prevaiHng attitude among them during those early weeks of 
1927 seemed to be to bear and protect the evils they had rather 
than fly to others they knew not of. For to your foreign ( 
business man, banker, soldier, consul, and missionary, this 
incomprehensible unrest, these endless slings and arrows for 
which they were the quivering targets, seemed the blows of a 
universally outrageous fortune. They could not make out who 
were the hares and who the hounds. So they barricaded 
their settlements behind gates and barbed wire. From overseas 
came regiment after regiment and whole fleets to protect them 
against all contingencies. Only the keenest among them* 

* Men like Ferral, the banker in Andre Malraux's Mans' Fate. 
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understood from the beginning that their bread was buttered 
on the same side as that ofthe Shanghai bankers and oriented 
themselves accordingly. They knew Chiang Kai-shek as a 
politically-minded militarist who wore a coat of many colours. 
If the Shanghai bankers were ready to back him, they knew 
they could follow suit. Only the workers of Shanghai stood 
between them and the consummation of the deal. Chiang's 
coming would remove this obstacle. Thus by February when 
Chiang's troops advanced intt> Chekiang, the situation was 
vastly clarified for all concerned except the workers and the 
Communist leaders for whom Chiang still remained the hero
general of the revolution. 

The Nationalist troops occupied ~an~how~ofl February 17 
and next day advanced to Kashing, less than fifty miles from 
Shanghai. The vanguard moved up the railway as far as 
Sungkiang, only twenty-five miles away. In Shanghai all grew 
taut. The General Labour Union issued orders for a general 
strike effective the morning of the 19th in expectation of a 
farther Nationalist advance. The workers answered the 
call with machine-like precision. Within forty-eight hours 
more than three hundred and fifty thousand workers were out 

" on the streets.~ ""Pompous Shanghai became like a grave
yard. The tram-cars stopped running. Steamships were 
unable to leave the port. The Post Office closed down. The 
department stores ceased business and all the big factories were 
silent. The sirens could not call a single worker back to work." 4 

The workers carried their fight into the streets. Clashes 
with the police began to occur. The Communist leadership, 
instead of placing itself at the head of the workers, looked to the 
representatives of the bourgeoisie for political direction. The 
sfogans ortne general strike were confined to : " Support the 
Northern Expeditionary Army ! ", "Overthrow Sun Chuang
fang ! ", " Hail Chiang Kai-shek ! " Even the slogans against 
imperialism disappeared. Here is the Communist Central 
Committee functioning, as told by Chiu Chiu-pei, one of its 
leading members : 

" . . . The proclamation of the strike was not an official 
decision of the Party. After the strike broke, it was not 
regarded as the first step toward an uprising. Not only among ',; 
the petty bourgeois masses was there no kind of political 
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propaganda, but even among the workers few were clear on the 
aims and purposes of the general strike. . . . 

"Although the slogan ' For a Citizens' Delegates' Assembly ! ' 
was decided upon, it was not looked upon as a slogan of action 
which required calling upon all the workers in the factories and 
unions to elect delegates and inviting the small merchants to 
send their own representatives. There was no attempt to make 
this assembly a sort of Soviet of the national revolution, to 
transform it into an organ ofa~ion where issues of the workers' 
strike, the merchants' strike, and the passage from armed 
defence to armed uprising could be discussed. In other words, 
there was no effort to turn it into a de facto provisional 
revolutionarl Government. 

" The Party simply organized a provisional revolutionary 
committee composed of top delegates of the workers and 
representatives of the big bourgeoisie. Consequently the 
masses out on the streets had no chance to join in the ' class 
struggle ' between the workers' delegates and the bourgeois 
representatives .... The natural result was that the workers' 
delegates yielded to the big bourgeoisie on every question. . . . 
Our Party sent the masses out into the streets and left them there 
for three days without paying any attention to them. We 
did not lead them forward, ordering an offensive along the path 
of the uprising. We did not even put up any defensive struggle. 
The workers' capture of rifles and the executions of traitors 
were mostly spontaneous acts .... 

" What we did was to bend all our efforts to negotiate with 
Niu Yung-chien, Yang Hsin-fu, Yu Ya-ching, Wang Shiao-lai
simply to negotiate trying to utilize the conflicts among these 
various (bourgeois) groups. Such tactics amountep to this : 
The workers were on strike but were waiting for the permission 
of the big bourgeoisie before going any further. The petty 
bourgeoisie was left out in the cold, without leadership, without 
directives. We hoped that after conditions guaranteeing the 
victory were created (i.e. the successful outcome of negotiations 
between Niu Yung-chien and Li Pao-chang, the Shanghai 
garrison commander, on the one hand, and the big merchants, 
on the other), we hoped after all this to begin preparations for 
an uprising. This amounted objectively to betraying the 
working class ! "5 



THE SHANGHAI INSURRECTION 

Li Pao-chang and the police of the International Settlement 
and the French Concession did not wait for the outcome of the 
Communist negotiations with the bourgeoisie to take reprisals 
against the workers. Students and strikers caught distributing 
leaflets in the streets were beheaded or shot on the spot. On the 
very first day of the strike Li sent his execution squads into the 
streets with their great broadswords. Strike leaders arrested by 
the foreign police were sent out into Chinese territory for • 
execution. In the Concessions• and in Chinese territory alike 
police squads searched pedestrians and shops and created such 
a reign of terror in the streets that most shops, especially in 
Chapei and Nantao, boarded up. Hua Kang tells of a peddler 
in Pootung, the industrial area across the Whangpoo River, 
who cried his wares, " Mai ta ping ! " (" I sell big cakes ! ") 
Soldiers shot him dead, claiming he had cried " Ta pai ping ! " 
("Beat a retreat ! ") Two metal workers and a tram conductor 
distributing leaflets were beheaded where they stood. At the 
West Gate the dread squads grabbed people reading some of 
the smalf coloured sheets and executed them. Three students 
caught speaking to crowds in Jessfield, a town on the outskirts 
of the Settlement, were similarly done brutally to death. The 
exact number killed was never known. Estimates ran up to 
two hundred. A foreign correspondent watched the killings : 

" After the heads of the victims were severed by swordsmen, 
they were displayed on the top of poles or placed upon platters 
and carried through the streets. This sight in a parade through 
crowded thoroughfares had the effect of creating a veritable 
reign of terror, because the victims were denied the semblance 
of a trial. The executions occurred in the densest quarters. 
The exec~tioners, bearing broadswords and accompanied by a 
squad of soldiers, marched their victims to a prominent corner, 
where the strike leaders were forced to bend over while their 
heads were cut off. Thousands fled in horror when the heads 
were stuck on sharp-pointed bamboo poles and were hoisted 
aloft and carried to the scene of the next execution." 6 

Street fighting between the workers and the soldiers and 
police hegan on the 21st. The workers had already begun to 
take arms wherever they found them to put up a defence against 
the terror in the streets. Skirmishing was already under way 
when the Communist leaders finally fixed 6 p.m. on February 22 
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as the time for an uprising, which was supposed to coincide 
with the arrival of theN ationalist troops, who everyone believed 
were advancing up the Shanghai-Hangchow Railway. Three 
days ofthe general strike had already passed. Workers' heads 
fell and blood flowed freely in the streets. The Communist 
leadership continued negotiating with Niu Yung-chien and 
the other representatives of the bourgeoisie. All this time the 
Nationalist forces never budged from Sungkiang. There was 
no military obstacle in the wa1 of their advance on Shanghai. 
Between them and the metropolis, only twenty-five miles distant, 
there were only handfuls of demoralized northern soldiers, 
looting the villages as they fell back in disorder toward the city. 

The failure 'bf theN ationalist troops to march was no accident. 
Following the receipt of a wire from Niu Yung-chien advising 
"cessation of the advance for the time being," 7 Chiang Kai
shek had issued sudden orders for the suspension of all opera
tions along the Kashing-Sungkiang front pending the drive on 
Nanking and the Shanghai-Nanking Railway. Military con
ditions entirely favoured the occupation of Shanghai, but 
Chiang did not mind giving Li Pao-chang time to slaughter the 
leaders of the Shanghai workers. This was specifically under
stood on both sides. " General Li has been trying to get into 
the Nationalist Party," reported the well-informed China Weekfy 
Review, "and, according to report, General Chiang Kai-shek 
has agreed to take him in .... It is even rumoured that con
servative Kuomintangists were not altogether displeased at 
General Li's bloody rampage, because it struck at the power, 
as well as the heads, of the radical or Communist wing of the 
Party." 8 Confirmation came a few weeks later when Li was 
rewarded with the command ofthe Eighth Nationalist Army. 9 

The attempted uprising was suppressed with bloody 
slaughter. Fighting continued in the streets until the 24th, 
growing more sporadic, finally dying out altogether. Mean
while the strike front had dissipated. Most of the workers, 
bewildered by the turn of events, had gone back to work. 
Arrests and executions continued. The foreign eye-witness 
adds the final touch : " ... Many persons were arrested because 
they carried handbills which read: 'Welcome, Chiang Kai
shek, gallant commander of the Cantonese.' These were found 
guilty and executed on the spot."1: 
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Despite the depth and extent of the general strike, despite 
the savage measures used to suppress the uprising that followed 
it, de~pitc the continued confusion and vacillation of the 
Communi~t leader~hip, the events of February Iq to 24 proved 
to be only the prelude to a mightier spectacle still. Casualties 
had been heavy, but the workers' organizations were still intact, 
and the workers had learned how to fight. Yesterday's failure, 
far from crushing them, tempered them for to-morrow's battles. 
But had their leaders learned •from these fresh experiences? 
The general strike of February rg had squarely posed the issue 
of power. The Communist leadership, guided by the Comin
tern through Voitinsky, "debated whether or not to ;make an 
insurrection while the insurrection was already faking place," 
and, while the workers fought, sought top combinations with 
the bourgeoisie. " The result was that we passed up an 
exceptionally favourable historical ;moment,' an exceptional 
combination of circumstances. When the power was there in 
the streets, the Party did not know how to take it. Worse, it 
did not want to take it, it feared to take it," wrote Voitinsky's 
subordinates in their letter to the Comintern.U They compared 
the failure to the failure of the German insurrection in r 923, 
adding : " Only there was this difference-that at Shanghai 
the proletariat had notably greater forces at its disposal and 
chances on its side. Had it intervened in a determined manner, 
it could have conquered Shanghai for the revolution and 
transformed the relationship offorces within the Kuomintang." 

If these three Russian delegates believed this to be the case in 
February, one may be permitted to wonder what they thought 
of the events that now followed. The February insurrection had 
failed, but four days after they dispatched their letter to 
Moscow the workers were going to seize upon a still more 
exceptionally favourable moment, and this time they would 
show they had learned how to fight and win their own battles. 
The Communist leadership, bound fast by its bloc with 
Chiang Kai-shek, would know only how to turn victory into 
defeat. 

During the two weeks following the crushing of the in
surrection, Chang Tsung-chang's Fengtien-Shantung troops 
came down the Shanghai-Nanking Railway and took over the 
Shanghai area, Sun Chuang-fang retiring northward out 
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of the picture. In the foreign settlements the imperialists 
increased their garrisons and fortified their gates and sandbag 
barricades. By the end of February there were 7 ,ooo British 
troops, I ,500 American ;marines, 6oo Japanese marines, in 
addition to landing parties from the growing fleet of foreign 
warships at anchor in the Whangpoo. Still more troops were 
en route. On February 25, the diplomatic body issued a bristling 
statement in which it proclaimed "the necessary steps to 
ensure the safety of the Settlement and the protection of its 
nationals." 12 

Meanwhile military operations spread along three fronts. 
Nationalist forces moved down the Yangtze, occupying Anking 
and Wuhu aftd preparing to march on Nanking. A second 
force faced the Shanghai-Nanking Railway along a Chinkiang
Soochow line. The third point of Nationalist concentration 
was at Sungkiang, south-west of Shanghai on the Shanghai
Hangcnow Railway. This front, quiet after the initial advance 
that had inspired the uprising ofFebruary 19~24, came to life 
again in March. Pai Chung-hsi, a Kwangsi general subordinate 
to Chiang Kai-shek, moved slowly down the line toward 
Shanghai. On the night of March 20 he reached Lunghua on 
the outskirts of the city. There he stopped. Negotiations were 
begun with Pi Shu-cheng, the Shantung garrison commander, 
for the " peaceful occupation " of the city by the Nationalists. 
The Fengtien-Shantung troops were completely demoralized, 
and many were already in flight. Their main body, reinforced 
by White Russian mercenaries, still held strategic positions, 
however, within the city. 

Lunghua became the focal point for a thousand intrigues. 
Niu Yung-chien rushed to see General Pai. "Delay your entry 
a day," he advised, " Pi Shu-cheng will surrender."13 Orders 
came down the line from Chiang Kai-shek : "Do not attack 
Shanghai. Do not come into conflict with the imperialists. 
Wait."14 

In .!h..e_d1.YJ.l:!co; workers were not i_nterested in waiting~ _:n_l~ 
Geileral Labour Union issued the C?:ll for a general str:Lk~ 

,-
1 

'insurrection to break si_multa_n~usl¥.-a.LnQ.QILQ_Q_¥~:rc;:h_2]_. 
,f- -Delegates rushed to Lunghua to ask Pai Chung-hsi to march his 

/ I troops in to help the workers' offensive. He refused to move. 
They were still trying to persuade him when the workers struck 
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out for themselves. The echoes of the noon whistles had barely 
died away before the firing began.15 

The_y~ike was ~o!Jlplete. Practic~l!~very worker in Sh_ang
hai· came out on to the streets. Their ranks were swelled when 
they werejo~ed l>Y_shop et?ployees ~~d the horcles ~fthe ~ity 
P.oor. Between s.oo_,__OJ!.Q._an,d~Ro_<h_oop people W}LC __ directly 
inY9lved.16 Carefully laid plans for the insurrection were based 
upon a trained workers' militia composed of s,ooo picked men, 
broken up into squads oftwenty and thirty. For arms to begin 
with they had only a hundred and fifty Mauser pistolsY That 
meant less than one to a squad. The others came to grips 
with the police and the Shantung soldiery armed only with 
clubs, axes, and knives. • 

Fighting began simultaneously_ in seve~ par!s _of the city : 
Nantao, including the whole section south o( the French 
ConceSsion ; -ROng-~ew,the narrowstr!p surrounded on three 
sides by the International Settlement ; ~<2o~ung, the fortified 
area near the confluence of the Whangpoo and the Yangtze 
rivets;-Easf Shangliai; -iricfudiii.i"tne vast rndustrial district 
kno\Vn as Yang!z<J?6o; West Sha:nglui:i; another industrial 
area adjacent- to the Settlement; ~!lc!__C~~ei, t~ most 
densely populated proletarian district in Shan_.ghaL 
· Everyw1iere except -!n Chapei the fight for control of the 
police stations and local military posts was won by the workers 
before nightfall. Many soldiers and policemen tore off their 
uniforms and surrendered their arms and ammunition. Arms 
were taken everywhere, and by evening the attacking force 
of pickets was comparatively well armed. Furniture, boxes, 
and benches were dragged out into the streets. Doors were 
torn off hinges to build barricades around the police stations. 
Hundreds of tiny, smoky restaurants raced the preparation of 
food which women carried in steaming bowls up to the fighting
line. Workers, men and women, bound strips of red rag around 
their right arms. These were the badges of the new proletarian 
army. By dark all police stations were occupied. The tele
phone and telegraph offices were taken. Electric power lines 
were cut. 

"In Nantao ... " records Hua Kang, "the uprising began 
with an attack on the police station, which was entered 
shortly after 2 p.m. The telephone building and all the branch 
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police stations were taken over in short order. Policemen were 
all disarmed. Arms were also taken at all the occupied stations. 
Shortly before four o'clock the workers believed themselves 
strongly enough armed to march on the arsenal at Kiangnan, 
at the south end of the city. There the soldiers surrendered 
without a fight. Exactly at four o'clock the workers came into 
possession of the rich stock of rifles and machine-guns. By that 
time the soldiers guarding South Station had fled, so it was a 
simple matter for the railway .workers to take over and use 
the locomotives for the purposes of the battle. At five o'clock, 
less than five hours after the attack began, the workers massed 
in the yards of the Chinese Tramway Company. All Nantao 
was in their hands. 

" In Hongkew no soldiers had been stationed. The workers 
had simply to deal with the police. Almost immediately after 
the uprising had begun, the police station surrendered and 
Hongkew belonged to the workers. But after the police had 
been driven out, they instigated gangsters to attack the labour 
unions and the occupied police stations .... The workers not 
only had to fight the organized enemy but they had to use their 
armed power to suppress the gangsters too .... "18 

Ho Sen's record illuminates this particular incident in 
Hongkew : " . . . The dispersed police discovered that the 
attackers were Communists, not members of the Kuomintang. 
They reassembled, and under the leadership of Niu Yung
chien they counter-attacked. . . . So once more barricade 
fighting broke out. But eventually the workers won .... " 19 

In Pootung the workers formed ranks military fashion and 
marched on the Third Branch police station. It fell into their 
hands almost painlessly. Soldiers caught in flight were dis
armed. Many of them joined the pickets in setting up a 
Provisional Workers' Bureau of Public Safety, and together 
they took over the municipal offices of the whole district. 
Representatives of the Kuomintang crossed the river accom
panied by armed gangsters and demanded control of the area. 
They were forcibly put back on their launches and ordered 
to return to Shanghai. 

At Woosung the workers had put the soldiery to flight, 
and one detachment, not knowing the situation in the city, 
headed for town along the narrow-gauge railway that links 
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Woosung to Shanghai. At Kiangwan they found the rails torn 
up by workers who had foreseen just such a retreat. The 
soldiers thereupon entrenched themselves in and around the 
Tientungan station, the point where the Kiangwan-Hongkew
Chapei districts meet along a contiguous boundary. Mean
while, in Woosung the workers' pickets assumed full control. 

Vanguard detachments of about 50,000 workers marching 
toward Chapei after successfully taking over Y angtzepoo 
effected a junction with the wghters in Chapei, and units 
from both areas joined in an attack on Tientungan station. 

Matters took a similar course in West Shanghai, where, after 
occupying police stations and seizing arms, the workers 
crossed the creek, joined the pickets at the 11ootoo Road 
police station and forced its surrender after a sharp fight in 
which the picket leader and several policemen were killed. 
Then the workers gathered their forces, and from all directions 
marched toward North Station, in the heart of Chapei, where 
the fighting was the fiercest. · 

Resistance everywhere had crumpled quickly and the armed 
workers triumphed with comparatively little difficulty. At 
nightfall, however, the battle still raged in all the main streets 
of working-class Chapei. Chang Tsung-chang's White Russian 
mercenaries cruised the main streets in armoured cars, raking 
the workers' lines with machine-gun fire. An armoured train 
just back of North Station, also manned by White Russians, 
dropped shells on the workers' position. From behind the 
North Chekiang Road gate of the Settlement, which com
manded a full view of Paoshan Road, across which the workers 
surged to attack the station, British troops fired whenever 
the approach of any of the attackers gave them the pretext 
of " defending " the Settlement. Hundreds of Shantung 
soldiers were admitted to refuge and were later actually 
repatriated to Shantung by the foreign authorities. 

With their ranks swelling during the afternoon as workers 
poured into Chapei from east and west, the pickets settled 
down to a siege of the six main strongholds of the enemy in 
Chapei~- North Station, the Huchow Guild, the Commercial 
Press, the Fifth Police Station, the branch police station on 
Canton Road, and the branch police station on Chung Hwa 
Road. The seventh and last enemy position was at the other 
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end of Paoshan Road, at Tientungan station. By late after
noon all the police stations and the Huchow Guild had fallen. 
The remaining three centres, North Station, the Commercial 
Press, and Tientungan station were strung out along a single 
line bisecting Chapei. The armed pickets massed between 
them. The Commercial Press, garrisoned by several hundred 
soldiers well armed with machine-guns and grenades, was 
entirely surrounded. At all three points fighting continued 
throughout the night. • 

"Fiercest fighting of all took place at North Station. Here, 
in order to drive back the workers, the enemy set fire to near-by 
houses, over a hundred of which were razed to the ground 
before the fift could be brought under control. . . . Pickets 
left the lines to get water and to haul in disabled fire-engines. 
The people were so enraged at the soldiers and so grateful to 
the workers that they joined in the uprising on their own. Old 
and young, working together, e~ptied their houses to build 
up the breastworks. . . . The soldiers cooped up in the station 
did not dare sally out, but satisfied themselves with random 
volleys at the workers. The White Russians opened fire again 
and once in a while a British shot would come whistling from 
across the Settlement border. 

.-1 "On the morning of March 22, the enemy was obviously 
tired, but the workers continued the attack with spirit on all 
sides. . . . At noon the soldiers at Tientungan surrendered. 
. . . At 4.30 that afternoon some of the soldiers at the Com
mercial Press tried to escape, but were captured. The rest, 
seeing that their situation was hopeless, surrendered. The 
picket command moved in from the Fifth Police Station and 
from .then on all forces were concentrated on capturing the 
last stronghold of the enemy, North Station. 

"Since morning many other houses in that vicinity had 
been burned by the enemy. With water-pipes broken and no 
fire-fighting apparatus now available, the picket lines had 
been forced to fall back five times. Still the enemy did not 
dare move forward. But by this time scores of thousands of 
workers were massed behind the attack. Within an hour after 
the fall of the Commercial Press the White Russians fled into 
the Settlement, where they were admitted, and the Shantung 
soldiers dispersed in wild disorder."2° 
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A white flag fluttered above North Station at six o'clock. 
Such was the position when Nationalist troops of the First 

Division arrived at Markham Road after coming down from 
Lunghua. Hsueh Yoh, the division commander, had finally 
come, under the pressure of his own men> to help the workers 
despite orders to the contrary. By the time he arrived, the 
workers had done their job. All of Shanghai, with the excep
tion of the International Settlement and the French Concession, 
which huddled in hate and fear•behind their steel and barbed 
wire, was in their hands. Along Paoshan, Paotung, and 
Chingyung Roads, the sound of rifle-fire gave way to the 
joyous crackle of fireworks and the shouts of workers celebrating 
their victory. The railway union issued orders :mr the repair 
of destroyed rail sections. The team of three hundred workers 
organized to carry out these orders were the first in all 
Shanghai to resume work after the victory of the insurrection. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE PRODIGAL'S RETURN 
• 

W hen Chiang Kai-shek landed at Shanghai early in the 
afternoon of Saturday, March 26, he had at long last 

arrived home. Here were his first haunts and his early bene
factors, his f~rmer fellow-brokers, and his friends of the under
world. A native of Ningpo, he could here join hands with his 
fellow-provincials, the powerful Chekiang bankers, the Ningpo 
merchants and industrialists, who shared with the foreigners 
economic control of China's metropolis. 

The bankers and merchants had watched strikes grow into 
the general strike and the general strike grow into insurrection. 
The workers' conquest of Shanghai had given them the lever 
they needed to extract terms from the imperialists. But it also 
served notice that the time had come to disembarrass them
selves of the dangerous weapon of mass power. Their own 
interests were now at stake no less than those of the imperialists. 
An essential condition of the impending deal between Chinese 
and foreign capital was the smashing of the mass movement. 
They had long known that they could look to Chiang Kai-shek, 
the prodigal now back in their midst, to carry out this task. 

To this end Chiang had already resumed contact in the 
Yangtze Valley with the secret societies that had flourished 
there from the earliest days of the Ching Dynasty, now known 
as the Green and Red gangs. They traded in opium and slaves. 
They kidnapped for ransom. Thry trafficked in blackmail 
and murder. Rare was the shopkc;;~per ortrader, big or small, 
from the Yangtze's mouth to/the Szechwan gorges who did 
not pay them tribute. I 

The Green Gang~p ~ted out of Shanghai. Its leader, 
Hwang Ching-yung, nown everywhere as Hwang Ma-pi 
(Pock-marked H wan ) , was chief of detectives of the French 
Conces~ion Police. It was generally believed that he had him-

I62 



THE PRODIGAL'S RETURN 

self introduced Chiang as a stripling officer of the Shanghai 
garrison into the closed ran~s of the society.1 When Chiang, 
the Nationalist general, arrived at Kiukiang in November, 
1926, it was Hwang Ma-pi who came up-river from Shanghai 
to re-establish contact in behalf of the Shanghai bankers and 
merchants. As a result of their conference, the Green Gang 
was mobilized for the ~xpress purpose of breaking up the trade 
unions. What ha<Il)een an organization of common criminals 
now assumed the combined features of the Russian Black 
Hundred groups and Louis Napoleon's Society of December 
the Tenth. Yang H u, one of Chiang's staff officers, was put in 
charge of operations. 2 Plans were made to set up :r:ival " labour 
unions." All the scum and riffraff of the treaty ports were 
quickly recruited as " members." Arms were provided plenti
fully. Hwang returned to Shanghai. Chiang turned back to 
Nanchang, where he had set up his headquarters. 

The campaign of open repression against the mass organiza
tions began in February, 1927. Early that month Chen 
Tsang-shen, chairman of the General Labour Union of Kan
chow, a southern Kiangsi city, was riddled with bullets by 
Chiang Kai-shek's soldiers. The union was driven underground. 
In N anchang on March I 7 Chiang ordered the dissolution of 
the city Kuomintang, arrested its Communist and Left-wing 
leaders, closed down the unions and the students' association, 
and suppressed the local K uomintang daily. The same day an 
attack was launched on the mass organizations in Kiukiang. 
Several hundred gangsters, described as " moderate unionists," 
raided the quarters of the General Labour union, the city 
Kuomintang, the Peasant Association, the student and women's 
groups, and the Political Department 'of the Sixth Army. 
Resistance was offered. Four were killed and ten wounded. 
A Chinese account described how the workers held their own 
against the gangsters until a company of Chiang's own troops 
appeared, stormed the building, and released several gangsters 
who had been captured. 3 This is supported by a foreign account 
which said that when "the raiders appeared to be getting the 
worst of the battle, the soldiers stepped in and finished off the 
work they had begun by wrecking the Labour Union's head
quarters. Since then," the report went on, " the heads of the 
Labour Union have disappeared, and it is said the. union is 
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were they going to wrest control of Shanghai from the workers 
and establish their own government at Nanking? For the job 
of crushing the workers' organizations and the Communists 
ample financial support was at hand. But when they looked 
around them those last grey days of March, Chiang and his 
friends knew success was by no means certain. The obstacles 
seemed many and formidable. " It was not at all improbable," 
wrote one informed foreigner, "that he would be unable to 
stem the tide of Communist 'activity on the morrow."12 And, 
indeed, for those who did not perceive the gap between the 
mass of the workers and the Communist leadership, it was 
difficult to .see how victory could fail to fall to the workers' 
cause. 

Shanghai was in their hands. More than half a million 
workers stood ready to guard what they had conquered by their 
own arms. To be sure, the workers' pickets, who now patrolled 
the city instead of the police, numbered only 2, 700 men with 
1,700 rifles, some machine-guns, and a large stock of ammuni
tion seized from the Northern troops,l 3 but there appeared to 
be no serious obstacle to the swift expansion of the numbers 
and armament of this force. At a word from Union head
quarters in the Commercial Press building and the Huchow 
Guild not a working man or woman in the city would have 
failed to spring into action. Flushed with yesterday's great 
victory, they presented a formidable force. There was a 
provisional government set up under what seemed to be full 
Communist control, which was apparently ready to take over 
political power throughout the Shanghai area in the name of 
Shanghai's workers. Nor was there any reason to suppose that 
the workers would fail to find means of making common cause 
with the soldiers who now garrisoned the city. 

Chiang Kai-shek had only 3,000 troops in the city of whom 
only a few were "reliable." The nearest reinforcements were 
at Hangchow, five hours away, where Ho Ying-chin sat with 
an army ofless than ro,ooo. It was doubtful if many ofthese, 
trained in the scorching heat of the mass movement, would 
have turned their arms against the workers if the issue had 
been made perfectly plain to them by propagandists from the 
workers' organizations which they regarded as their main 
allies. In effect, Chiang did not know whether he dared order 
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his men to march against the workers. In Chapei, the workers' 
stronghold, was the First Division, which was enthusiastically 
in sympathy with the unions. Its commander, Hsueh Yoh, 
had already reflected the temper and pressure of his troops 
when he marched them into Chapei against Pai Chung-hsi's 
orders on March 22.14 

Across the barbed-wire barricades fumed the foreigners, 
all convinced, as one of them put it, that they were going to 
be murdered in their own bed~ by their own servants. The 
British and American communities were thoroughly certain 
that their fair little islet of foreign justice and rectitude was 
about to be overrun by insane mobs thirsting for the white 
man's blood. They were suffering badly from wh~t one writer 
aptly termed "highly accented funk." 15 They had all heard 
fantastic atrocity stories of the seizures of the Hankow and 
Kiukiang Concessions in January and the incidents at Nanking. 
The tales of fleeing missionaries, which grew taller with· every 
mile they travelled toward Shanghai, made church-going 
pillars of society shriek hysterically for blood. 

" Better a thousand times take a strong line of action now 
and call a halt to this outrageous villainy that is being per
petrated in the name of freedom, even if it does involve the 
shedding of a little blood ... " cr:ied one of the leading lights 
of the British community.l6 Foreign women palpitatingly 
distributed their favours among the troops pouring off trans
ports for the defence of the Settlement. Foreign men worried 

, _more over the rape of their investments, which they knew 
w~~Jq follow when the mob, foaming and frothing crimson 
::.;;.~ :sc~r)lct, rushed in upon them. The Shanghai Municipal 
Council, g~verning body of the Settlement, had declared a 
state of emergt-~cy on March 2 I, establishing rigid martial 
law. It followed ti'io on March 24 with a manifesto declaring 
" it realizes the gra~ty of thf' .llQcal situation and its possible 

"<. 

repercussions throughoue'the civilll\ed world, and will use all 
the resources at its disposal to retain <-'Qntrol ofthe situation."17 

These resources were already cons~ip.erable. Garrisoning 
the foreign areas were go,ooo foreign tr«:>ops, nearly one per 
foreign inhabitant, excluding the White ;~ussians. Counting 
the British alone, there were two British soldiers foc every 
British civilian in the city. Thirty foreign. warships, British, 
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Japanese, American, French, Italian, and even Portuguese, 
rode at anchor in the Whangpoo River cleared for instant 
action. Squadrons of British planes were making regular 
patrol flights over the city and the surrounding territory, a 
flagrant treaty violation which did not worry the British 
authorities. Other warships en route would in a few days in
crease the fleets of all nationalities to forty-five vessels, ranging 
from gunboats to ro,ooo-ton battle-cruisers. Yet the cry went 
up for more troops, more ships. The foreigners wanted all 
Shanghai taken over. They wanted Nanking occupied. They 
demanded an international force to repeat the ruthless 
massacres with which allied foreign troops crushed the Boxers 
in rgoo. Tlfeir newspapers, notably the North China Daily News, 
conducted frenzied campaigns of alarums, threats, and 
slanders. They showereQ. abuse on politicians in the chancel
leries at home who deemed it wiser to move more slowly.18 

Any foreigner who by word or deed showed any sympathy 
for the mildest features of the Nationalist programme or was 
even critical of the prevailing hysteria became the target 
for the most vicious attacks.* J. B. Powell, an American editor 
in Shanghai, who ventured to doubt that armed intervention 
would bring the desired results and who perspicaciously urged 
concessions to the Nationalists, was read out of the American 
Chamber of Commerce. A lone foreign missionary who joined 
a handful of Chinese Christians in advocating the peaceful 
rendition of the Settlement was promptly denounced in the 
columns of the North China Daily NeUJs as a betniyer of the~ -
faith and a" revolutionary agitator." An article'by a f.'.tirhese 
Christian which attempted, under the title "] es;.n! and the 
Three People's Principles," to draw a parallel,..'Jf)etween Sun 
Yat-sen and Jesus Christ was denounce~b V£igh churchmen 
and low as a" blasphemous outburst." Tr e National Christian 
Council, a Sino-foreign boc!x) 'Which)' ok a pro-Nationalist 
stand, was re-named the/" BolsheVist Aid Society." It was 

. / 
* In Peking two Americ'}u/journalist5;"Wilbur Burton and Mildred Mitchell, 

who worked for the National fist News 4,gtilry, were arrested by the northern military 
and held incommunicado./ VirtuitiiY left to their fate by the U.S. Legation, they 
were freed as a result of 1the pJ.ililicity given their case by Randall Gould of the 
United Press .and the effor,cs of Charles J. Fox, a Tientsin lawyer. Gould was later 
banned frofn Legation Press conferences by MacMurray, the U.S. Minister. 
William and Rayna prohme, who edited the People's Tribune, were generally 
regarded as race reneg.ades. Borodin, of course, had horns. 
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formally repudiated by a group of thirty-two British and 
American missionaries " as dangerous to and subversive of the 
best interests of the churches in China." Its appeals in behalf 
of the Christian spirit were declared to be " a direct violation 
ofthe Shanghai Municipal Council's prohibition of documents 
calculated to stir up animosities, foment trouble, cause public 
alarm, or incite to a breach of peace." Rodney Gilbert, an 
Anglophile American journalist, published in the British 
Press daily diatrih~8 which litcraM.y ~himmered in the pages like 
white heat. For him a labour union was " an organization of 
filthy coolies who had never worked and never would." To 
these people, not only the "filthy coolies," but bankers like 
Yu Ya-ching and politicians like C. T. Wang, even then working 
day and night for an entente with the foreigners against the 
" filthy coolies," were nothing less than " rabid anti
foreignists." The moods of the day are easily sampled: 

Rabid : " The big port of Shanghai is a purely foreign 
creation. . . . Now the Chinese want it ' returned ' and 
sympathetic understanders run about discussing terms under 
which all the fruits of several generations of foreign effort can 
be yielded up to anarchic cooliedom. This strikes me as the 
exaltation offolly, the apotheosis ofimbecility .... " 19 

Irritated : " The first thought that comes to one is the 
bother ofit. To have one's home turned upside down, to have 
to hastily lump a few belongings into a trunk or two and a suit
case and leave the rest behind to be looted or what not, is 
an unadulterated bother .... " 20 

Unctuous : " . . . Coastwards from all directions foreigners 
are hasting whose only crime is that they are willing to do 
China good. I say this intending to include not only mission
aries, but the many splendid business men who wish China 
much better than her present behaviour would seem to 
deserve. We must, however, be merciful. China has some 
real grievances ; many of her present ones, of course, are of her 
own making, but the innocent have to suffer and are often 
deceived into thinking that the foreigner IS entirely 
responsible. " 21 

Selfless : " Peaceful foreign residents have been driven 
from their homes, their property destroyed. . Many foreign 
firms . . . are now facing rum. . . . But these are really 
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trivial matters. . . . What is important is the struggle against 
a political idea whose avowed aim is to destroy present world 
civilization . . . hampered by no scruples of conscience . . . 
nor regard for established rights, customs, usages .... This is 
the front line ofbattle of the conflict between Communism and 
world civilization. . . . "22 

Spiritual : "In my capacity as a missionary and thinking 
'primarily of the consequences to the Church of Christ through
out the world if the mad dog- of Bolshevism is not checked in 
China, but is allowed to jump across the seas to our own 
beloved America, I have no hesitation in asserting my con
viction that a BOLSHEVIZED CHINA WOULD BE THE WORLD'S 

GREATEST PlRIL. "23 

Chaste : (Quoting a widely published report that the 
Women's Ass6ciation in Hankow had called and staged a 
" naked body procession " of selected women " having snow
white bodies and perfect breasts.") "Those who are familiar 
with the modesty of Chinese women during the past centuries 
require no further or more conclusive proof of the pernicious 
influence ofRussian Communism."24 

Chivalrous : "The average American gives only passing 
thought to the vested interests in a foreign eountry, but he 
can rise to a high emotional pitch over danger to innocent 
American women and children at the hands of mobs or 
soldiers."25 

Innocent : " In China the Communist appeal is to class 
hatreds, social antipathies, greed, and envy."26 

Mocking : "If the present 'barbed-wire' hysteria con
tinues much longer we would not be surprised to wake up 
some morning to find that our diligent and energetic municipal 
government had constructed a canopy of barbed-wire overhead 
in order to keep out the rays of the sun on the grounds that 
our chief Heavenly body was suspected of spreading Red 
propaganda."27 

Forthright : " In times such as these, fine distinctions and 
legal quibblings lead to nothing. There can be no room for 
the C.P. (Communist Party) in Shanghai, and it must be fought 
as the Council would fight bubonic plague. . . . Chinese and 
Russian C.P.s should be treated with equal severity-both are 
enemies of civilization."2S 
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Perspicacious: "The Nationalist opportunity-All sym
pathies with the Kuomintang-But Opposition for the 
Communists. " 29 

Clear-cut : " Chiang Kai-shek ... stands at the dividing 
of the ways . ... It is no exaggeration to say that he and 
Generals Ho Ying-chin and Pai Chung-hsi remain now the 
only protection of China south of the Yangtze from being 
submerged by the Communist Party .... But if General 
Chiang is to save his fellow-cotmtrymen from the Reds, he 
must act swiftly and relentlessly. Will he prove himself the 
man of action and decision, the champion of the true prin
ciples of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the defender of his country? Or 
will he, too, go down with China in the Red floocr? " 2 () 

South of the city at Lunghua, Chiang, too, was pondering 
this question. IH a series of interviews with foreign journalists, 
he did his best to placate and reassure the foreign community. 
He deplored the Nanking incidents~ promising a thorough 
investigation and punishment for those responsible. " The 
Nationalist leaders have always wished to maintain friendly 
relations with the foreign Powers," he declared in an interview 
on March 3 I. " The Nationalists are the friends of the foreign 
Powers .... It is the settled policy of the Nationalist Govern
ment not to use force or mass violence in any form to effect a 
change in the status of the foreign settlements." He concluded 
with a promise he hoped the foreigners would not fail to 
understand : " In spite of the present obstacles to a clearer 
and better understanding, we hope to remove these so that 
there will be a clearer and better relationship between China 
and the foreign Powers which will be based upon a mutual 
friendship and understanding." 31 

A few foreigners nodded hopefully at this unmistakable offer 
of collaboration between " China" (the property-owners) 
and the Powers against the "obstacles" (the workers). But 
most of them were still angered more by the protestations 
Chiang had to make as a " Nationalist " than appeased by his 
promises to defend their interests. The editor of the North 
China Daily News expressed both views. lie called the inter~ 
view '' an extraordinary farrago of assertion . . . and of 
brazen pretences contradicted by all experience," but as an 
afterthought he added : " Apparently General Chiang spoke 
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sincerely, and to do him justice . . . in the districts under his 
purview (he) seems to have tried to keep order." 32 It would 
do no harm to wait watchfully. Not until Chiang proved that 
he could " act swiftly and relentlessly " would all their sus
picions be allayed. A few days later General Duncan, com
mander of the British troops, felt reassured enough to tell a 
Chinese newspaperman that Chiang had won his respect 
" because he not only speaks that way, but really puts it into 
practice." 33 • 

The Chinese bankers and industrialists were readier with 
the faith and trust. They knew their man better. On March 
29 more than fifty leading banks and firms and commercial 
associations 

0 
banded together into a federation under the 

leadership of Yu Ya-ching and Wang I-ting, compradore for 
one of the big Japanese steamship companies whose friendship 
with Chiang went back at least fifteen years. United in this 
federation were the various district chambers of commerce, the 
Bankers' Association, the Native Banks Guild, the Stock 
Exchange Association, the Cotton Mill Owners' Association, 
the Flour Merchants' Guild, Tea Merchants' Guild, Silk 
Merchants' Guild-virtually all the organized propertied 
interests of Shanghai. 

A delegation of the new body waited the same day on 
General Chiang, "who very cordially received them." Their 
spokesman " conveyed the greetings of the Chinese merchants 
of Shanghai and emphasized the importance of immediately 
restoring peace and order in this city. They assured him of the 
whole-hearted support of the merchants. General Chiang 
responded in a few fitting remarks and took full responsibility 
upon himself for the protection of life and property, both 
Chinese and foreign, in Shanghai. He also assured the 
delegation that the relation between capital and labour will 
soon be regulated. . . . At the end of the visit the delegation 
left in good cheer, fully satisfied that they had found in General 
Chiang a man of sound principles and a leader of singular 
power." 34 

Several days later all the merchant guilds issued separate 
declarations of hearty support for Chiang and sent delegations 
to express their hopes of an early amelioration of the situation. 
On April g, representatives of more than twenty commercial 
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organizations met and resolved " for the Kuomintang San :\;fin 
Principles and for Commander-in-Chief Chiang ! Down with 
all counter-revolutionary elements ! " 

:\' aturally the men of money had to be more than vociferous. 
They had to be generous. The situation demanded more than 
faith and trust. It required hard cash. The first instalment 
paid over to Chiang was a " loan " of S3,ooo,ooo on April4. as 

It was widely reported that an additional $7,ooo,ooo was paid 
over a few days later. "Chin~se bankers and merchants," 
reported a foreign correspondent, " . . . sent a delegation to 
Chiang Kai-shek ... offering him a fund of Is,ooo,ooo 
Shanghai dollars on condition that he suppress Communist 
and labour activities." 36 These advances were 't]uite apart 
from the $3o,ooo,ooo " loan " floated two weeks later to help 
launch the new Government at Nanking. 

Chiang at once began to take steps to assure his own control 
of the city. He installed one of his staff officers as commissioner 
of police. One of his political henchmen became magistrate 
of the Shanghai district. He set up a special finance com
mittee, drafting a number of prominent bankers for the 
purpose, to raise the funds he required. One of his appointees 
took over the managing directorship of the Shanghai-Nanking 
and Shanghai-Hangchow railways. He established official 
contact with the foreigners by naming Quo Tai-chi Com
missioner for Foreign Affairs. · Martial law was proclaimed 
on March 28 making all civilian administrative organs in the 
city responsible to military headquarters at Lunghua. Orders 
were issued prohibiting " unauthorized persons" from possess
ing or carrying arms of any description. At the same time 
appeared on the scene the "Workers' Trade Alliance," 
sponsored by Pock-marked Hwang, Tu Yueh-sen, and Chang 
Siao-ling, and presented as a new " moderate " labour union. 
Preparations went ahead swiftly to repeat in Shanghai the 
tactics already applied in Nanchang, Kiukiang, Anking, and 
Wuhu, and, as if Chiang and his gangster aides wanted to 
make sure these methods still worked, a full dress rehearsal 
was staged in Hangchow on March 30 and 3 1 • 

Here, too, Chiang had seen to the organization of a "VVorkers' 
Trade Alliance " in opposition to the Communist-controlled 
General Labour Union. On the night of March 30 the 
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gangsters broke into the headquarters of the union. Several 
workers were killed and many wounded in the fight that took 
place there. Next day, according to a wire from the General 
Labour Union published in a Shanghai paper, 37 a general 
strike was called to which, however, only the telephone and 
postal workers responded. A mass protest meeting was held 
and a parade formed which marched down Chin Chiao Road. 
Soldiers were waiting at a strategic crossing. They had been 
told the union was trying to sat3otage the victorious Nationalist 
advance. No one told them differently. When the workers 
approached, the soldiers opened fire. Half a dozen marchers 
fell. More than one hundred were arrested. The pickets, 
one thousan8 in number, armed with clubs and staves only, 
were disarmed and dispersed. The premises of the General 
Labour Union were smashed. Pickets were arrested. Their 
denim uniforms were ripped from their backs. Nobody ever 
knew or recorded how many were killed. The G.L.U. was 
closed down " pending reorganization " along the now familiar 
" more moderate " lines. The Hangchow events foreshadowed 
with deadly accuracy what was about to occur, on a far larger 
scale, in Shanghai. This was true not only of Chiang's moves 
but of the Communist reactions as well. 

When Chiang put his own men into posts in the civil adminis
tration of Hangchow and repressive measures were begun 
against the workers, the G.L.U. wired to Chiang a respectful 
request to remove the offending officials. " During the 
military period I have the power to appoint the chiefs of the 
Bureau of Public Safety," he curtly replied. 38 To this they 
acquiesced in silence. After the arrests and massacre of 
March 3 r, the union issued a circular telegram which con
cluded with a request to General Chiang Kai-shek "to come 
to Hangchow to punish the guilty parties and fight against the 
reaction." 39 Unfortunately, Chiang happened to be too busy 
inaugurating the reaction in Shanghai to journey down to 
Hangchow to suppress it there, and the Shanghai General 
Labour Union was too busy trying to placate Chiang to learn 
anything from the Hangchow experience. 

Nevertheless, Chiang Kai-shek did not approach the task of 
breaking up the organizations of the Shanghai workers without 
showing that he was aware of the magnitude of the task. 
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The mass movement had assumed such proportions that he was 
compelled to begin a series of gradual manceuvres to bring 
himself into a reasonably favourable striking position. For 
every step forward he offered a gesture in the opposite direction. 
He set out deliberately to befuddle his enemies, confuse the 
issue, and paralyse all potential opposition to the coup already 
in view. This course disturbed some of his friends. Just as 
at Canton on the eve of the March 20 coup many of his 
militarist allies " were antagon~tic toward him on account of 
their inability to fathom the real aims behind his actions," 40 

similarly at Shanghai there were many, especially among the 
foreigners, who were impatient with the seeming contradictions 
in his conduct. " If General Chiang, it is suggested in Chinese 
political circles, initiated a frankly anti-Communist movement, 
he would crystallize support for himself, but his half-hearted, 
apologetic attacks on the Communists leave uncertainty that 
the rift is irrevocable," complained the North China Daily 
News on April 8. · 

But Chiang knew better than they exactly what he was 
doing and precisely where he was going. He neither planned 
nor sought any compromise whatever with the " Left " 
Kuomintang at Wuhan. He prepared assiduously to strike ' 

'\ 

down the Shanghai workers ; but he needed time to marshal 
his own forces. Soldiers sympathetic to the workers had to 
be removed from Chapei and replaced by fresher battalions 
least touched politically by contact with the mass movement. 
The mobilization of the gangsters for the anti-Communist 
offensive was already in full swing. While all this went on 
Chiang continued to do everything possible to spread the 
illusion that no conflict impended. This took the form of 
persistent denials, from the very day of his arrival, of reports 
that he intended to break with the Nationalist Government 
at Wuhan. 

(_ 9n March 27 he told interviewers "that there was no split, 
that the members of the Kuomintang were united . . . that 
there were no signs or prospects of serious dissension.nu 
To a representative of the Japanese Toho Agency two days 
later he declared that he unreservedly recognized the authority 
of the Wuhan Central Executive Committee. He made sure 
to have Moscow reassured along the same lines. 
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"We know the imperialists hope for a rupture between the 
Nationalist army and the popular masses," said Pai Chung-hsi 
to the Shanghai correspondent of Pravda, " but that is impos
sible. Our basic principle is the union of the armed force with 
the popular masses .... The Chinese revolution forms part 
of the front of the world revolution. The imperialists are trying 
to break that front by lies and slander. Sun Yat-sen instructed 
us to co-operate with the Communists who form part of the 
Kuomintang and we shall not•break the alliance with them. 
The English Press in China is spreading all kinds of lies on this 
subject. It ought to be suppressed .... " 42 It will be seen 
how eagerly the Communists in Moscow and in China seized 
upon these a~urances-and how much they were really worth. 

The arrival of Wang Ching-wei from Europe on April I 

gave Chiang an opportunity to make his words seem even more 
concrete and convincing. Wang, a typical petty bourgeois 
radical, flaccid, pliable, and readily submissive to the pressure 
of stronger personalities, became again, scarce had he set 
foot on Chinese soil, the tool of the man who had forced him to 
flee so ignominiously from Canton a year earlier. There 
were two days of conferences. On April 3 Chiang issued a 
circular telegram proclaiming his " explicit obedience" to 
the Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang at 
Wuhan. 

" I strongly believe," he said, " that his (Wang's) return 
will result in the real centralization of the Party so that we may 
attain without a split the ultimate success of the Nationalist 
movement. . . . Hereafter all matters relating to the welfare 
of the country and the Kuomintang . . . will be handled by 
Chairman Wang or carried on under his guidance .... We 
will be guided by the Central Executive Committee and we 
must therefore show nothing but explicit obedience." 43 

Wang, according to his own biographer, "felt very uncom
fortable " about Chiang's telegram. He did not approve the 
methods which Chiang Kai-shck proposed to use in eliminating 
Communist influence from the ranks of the Kuomintang. To 
be sure, ·wang also " visualized the necessity of separating from 
the Communist Party," only he was " against any precipitate 
break ... (and) ... wanted to settle all the disputes 
outstanding in a regular, peaceful way. " 44 
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To avert the direct action he so abhorred (in any form except 
in flight or in retreat from his own professions), \Vang tried to 
per~uade Chiang Kai-shek that they could attain the desired 
end without resort to violence or " illegality." According to 
one account Wang promised that Borodin would be dismissed, 
that the decisions of the Third Plenary Session of the Kuomin
tang Executive Committee in March, which deposed Chiang 
from the Party chairmanship and the supreme military 
command, would be revised, •that the disarmament of the 
Shanghai pickets would be approved and Chiang's civil 
appointees in the Shanghai district sanctioned. 45 Wang tried 
later to deny that he had come to any such agreement with 
Chiang, but his own biographer records that he Teft Shanghai 
for Wuhan to persuade his colleagues there" to come down to 
Nanking to hold the plenary session with Chiang and the rest, 
so as to maintain the unity of the Party," adding that Wang 
" believed that he could get the support of the great majority 
of the pure Kuomintang members of the C.E.C. to effect a 
revision of the decisi()..ns taken by the Third Plenary Session. " 46 

But Chiang Kai-shek and his friends knew that machine
guns, not Party compromises, had to serve them now. The 
simulation of the Chiang-Wang accord helped only to thicken 
the political smoke-screen they needed to cloak their attack. 
It was further to weaken potential opposition that they reached 
out through Wang to the Communists, with results that must 
have far exceeded their expectations, for Wang's services were 
small indeed compared to the offerings which the Communist 
leaders of the Shanghai workers were daily laying on the altar 
of the " national united front." 



CHAPTER IX 

THE CONSPIRACY OF SILENCE 
• 

T o the workers of Shanghai the hour of the arrival _p_Ltl!e 
NatiOnalist troops was represented by their c_~munist 

1 7. leaders as tne hour of liberation for all the oppressed. The 
1 __ ientra1 slog.fu liThe victorious insurrection- of March -2rhaa 

- been : rrrra!I the- National Revol~tionary Army! Welcome 
£? Chiang Kai-snek! n--Quite oblivious of the fact thafthe 
advance of the troops had been halted at Lunghua in the hope 
that the workers' battalions would break themselves in the 
battle against the Shantung troops, the workers greeted the 
arrival of the first Nationalist vanguard on the evening of 
March 22 with delirious joy. Two days later, when foreign 
correspondents flocked to Lunghua to interview General Pai 
Chung-hsi, they witnessed a spectacle unlike anything ever 
seen in China before the revolution. · 

" A striking example of the impression the Cantonese arrival 
has ;made on the minds of the labouring classes of Shanghai 
was furnished during the interview .... A procession of I ,8oo 
factory workers, goo of them women, entered the yamen bearing 
a multitude of gifts which they piled outside the door of the 
inner building as a mark of their pleasure, kettles, teapots, 
boxes, baskets, cloth ... "I 

The d~y after C~~s:.__Kai-shek's arri~al a de;monstra~i~I_?-
1 ofweTcome was staged for him at West Gate, where more than 
: so,ooo workers gathered to hear Communist speakers; who 
\ •• were superlatively laudatory ... toward Chiang Ka:i
' shek."2 

, But the workers of Shanghai and the Chinese Commu!!!sts 
were by no means- alone in saluting Chiang and his army-as the 
saviours of the people. All the parties in the Communist Triter
national reacted in the same manner, for everywhere it was 
understood that Chiang bore with him to the gates of Shanghai 
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nothing less than the standard of the world revolution. Who 
knew otherwise ? 

A few days before the insurrection Rote Fahne, central organ 
of the German Communist Party, featured a photo of Chiang 
Kai-shek, describing him as the heroic leader of the "revolu
tionary war council" of the Kuo:mintang. 3 A similar photo 
appeared in L' Humanite, French Communist daily, on March 23, 
with a report of a great mass meeting at which Chiang's entry 
into Shanghai was greeted !s the inauguration of "the 
Chinese Commune," opening "a new stage in world revolu
tion." An editorial spoke of the Cantonese victory as the 
" liberation of Shanghai," which meant " the beginning of 
liberation for the workers of the world." 4 • 

This reading of the situation flowed naturally and logically 
from the whole line pursued by the Co:mintern up to the very 
day of Chiang's entry and afterward. If as late as April 1 o 
Pravda, the guiding organ of the Communist International, 
could still proclaim the need, above all else, of maintaining the 
" bloc of four classes," if leading Soviet spokesmen repeatedly 
insisted upon the unassailable unity of all classes under the 
leadership of the Kuomintang, 5 it is not to be wondered that 
Communists in other countries saw in Chiang Kai-shek's entry 
into Shanghai the dawning of a new day for the Chinese 
revolution-the day of the Chinese Commune. 

Unfortunately, the facts were the direct contrary. It has 
been shown how almost from the very outset the elevation of 
the "national united front," or the " bloc of four classes," into 
a :mystic fetish to be preserved at all and any cost, had served 
to bind the Chinese Communist Party securely to the boot
straps of the Kuomintang, the workers and peasants to the 
bourgeoisie. In Canton this policy had already led to the 

. successful establishment of a military dictatorship under Li 
Chi-sen based upon the savage repression of the workers. It 
had already made available to the bourgeoisie the fruits of the 
broad mass :movement which :made the march to the Yangtze 
possible. To-day in Shanghai, through Chiang Kai-shek, the 
bourgeoisie was preparing to pluck that fruit. By voluntarily 
restricting the workers' and peasants' struggles, by limiting 
their political objectives to those of the bourgeois Nationalists, 
by yoking the Communists to the task of doing " coolie 
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service " (Borodin) for the Kuomintang, by binding them not 
to criticize the doctrines of Sun Yat-sen, by forgoing an indepen
dent daily Press, the Communist leadership had paved the way 
for the open reaction already established in Canton, in Kiangsi, 
and in the Yangtze ports. 

Toward the end of 1926, and in the early months of 1927, 
the ruling organs of the Communist International had begun 
issuing broad, generalized warnings about the forthcoming 
defection of the national bourgeoisie, 6 which were repeated in a 
variety of articles during February and March. 7 These articles 
invariably deprecated the strength of the Right wing in the 
Kuomintang, invariably exaggerated the strength of the Left 
wing, and fh no case mentioned Chiang Kai-shek as the 
actual spearhead of the gathering forces of reaction. On the 
contrary, when they mentioned Chiang Kai-shek at all, it 
was to assure their Communist readers that Chiang was 
" submitting," and that all would be well. 

To this end all the Press of the Cominternjoined in denying 
and thrusting aside the rumours and reports, growing in 
number and in plausibility, that Chiang Kai-shek was heading 
in Shanghai toward a decisive break. It was a veritable 
conspiracy of silence around an impending catastrophe. 

It is impossible to say that the Comintern was unaware 
of what was happening. In a few weeks its whole Press would 
furiously belch forth denunciations of Chiang Kai-shek, with 
all the information suppressed for a year pouring out in a hot 
stream. The letter of the three Comintern functionaries, 
from which we have quoted, showed that Chiang's orientation 
was no secret to the men on the spot. But there is evidence still 
more striking. 

Earl Browder, destined to become the generally unrecognized 
but nevertheless genial and beloved leader of the American 
proletariat, Jacques Doriot, who was to find his way from 
Stalin's top staff to Fascism, Tom Mann of Great Britain, and a 
Russian, Sydor Stoler, were the members of a Comintern 
delegation which arrived in Canton in February and travelled 
up through Kiangsi at the heels of Chiang Kai-shek during the 
month of March. They came into direct contact with the terror 
which had already been laid across the province like a black 
whip. They were left untouched themselves, for Chiang 
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obligingly left instructions behind that they be dined and wined 
and sent on. Thus wherever they went, as Browder himselflater 
naively admitted, they " had the experience of actual street 
fighting being suspended during our visit while leaders of both 
sides talked to us." As their subsequent reports 8 indicated, the 
delegates made copious notes of names, dates, and places. 
They passed through town after town where the unions had 
already been driven underground, and in Kanchow they 
received detailed reports on th~ murder of Chen Tsang-shen, 
local trade union leader killed by Chiang's orders only a few 
weeks previously. Knowing, as they did, that everywhere 
abroad Chiang was believed to be a " revolutionary general " 
sweeping northward like the avenging angel of the masses, 
did they rush, on emerging from the hinterland at Kiukiang on 
March 29, to the cable office to blazon the news to the world ? 
Was it possible that they had missed the significance of what 
they had seen and heard ? No, for listen to Doriot : 

" The Kanchow incidents taught us a precious lesson. We 
knew from that moment on-well before the split-that the 
conflict between the bourgeoisie and the Chinese working class 
would take on the bloody forms it has since assumed .. . " 9 

Listen to Browder, who says he saw in the Kanchow affair 
" one whole phase of the deep-going split that was tearing the 
Kuomintang into two separate warring bodies throughout 
China."10 

Nor had anything been left to their imaginations. They 
had been given explicitly to understand that the showdown was 
approaching, and would come at Shanghai : " The Marshal 
(Chiang Kai-shek) cannot speak now ... " they were told by 
General Chang Chun at Nanchang on March 26. "He is 
not free enough. He has not enough territory. He has left for 
Nanking and Shanghai. There he will speak. There he will 
have his word ! "11 

In other words, the delegation arrived at Kiukiang with the 
positive knowledge that the split in the Kuomintang had 
already taken place, that Chiang Kai-shek had gone to Shang
hai specifically and deliberately to smash the workers' organiza
tions there just as he had done throughout Kiangsi on his way 
north. Was it not necessary for Browder, Doriot, and Mann to 
sound the alarm, to sound it as loudly and as imperatively as 
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they could ? They arrived at Kiukiang only a few days after 
Chiang Kai-shek arrived at Shanghai. We have already seen 
how uncertain his strength was there, how immense the 
strength of the workers. Moscow was counselling retreat, on 
the theory that Chiang would not attack if he were not pro
voked. Those were precisely the critical hours of decision. 
Everywhere the workers were being assured that there was 
no split in the Kuomintang, that Chiang Kai-shek was 
" submitting," that there was no possibility of a clash at 
Shanghai. Who can calculate what effect would have resulted 
had three responsible representatives of the Communist Inter
national at that particular moment broadcast a warning to 
the worker~ and more particularly to the workers of Shanghai, 
that Chiang Kai-shek was not their friend or their saviour, 
but their mortal enemy ? That they should at all costs keep 
their arms and prepare to repel the attack which Browder
Doriot-Mann knew was absolutely inevitable? Would 
such a bold move have changed the course of events ? It is, 
of course, impossible to say. But the fact is that Browder
Doriot-Mann did none of these things. 

They arrived at Hankow on March 31. Browder's first 
statement was anything but an open denunciation of Chiang. 
Instead : "Everywhere ... the contact between army, union, 
and peasant groups was one of the most pleasing aspects of his 
visit, Mr. Browder stated .... Everywhere they went ... they 
found that the people, without exception, were solidly in support 
of the Party (the Kuomintang) .... The peasants were in com
plete co-operation with all other groups in the Nationalist 
revolution .... " 12 The future exponent of twentieth-century 
Americanism cautiously remarked that in Kiangsi " the 
movement has been working under difficulties "-but hastened 
to add that" the workers were not at all discouraged." Except 
in a single statement, which he claimed to have given to a 
Chinese newspaper,1 3 Browder nowhere mentioned Chiang 
Kai-shek by name as the author of the " difficulties " in 
Kiangsi. 

In a formal report of their trip published eight days 
later, Browder-Doriot-Mann affirmed that " almost every
where the delegation were told that the revolutionary anr..y 
and its political sections, together with the revolutionary 
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,Kuomintang, helped organize and develop new trades and 
peasant unions .... " They ventured to remark that they saw 
" a definite differentiation going on " and mentioned that at 
Kanchow they found the workers mourning for a leader 
murdered by " agents of reaction." The identity of these 
" agents " remained unrevealed. The report concluded with 
an expression of" the profoundest conviction that the National 
Government and the Kuomintang are determined to crush 
feudalism and reaction."I4 • 

Months later the international Communist Press was still 
publishing reports that " the delegation had the pleasure of 
observing that the peasant masses are organizing every
where into powerful peasant federations with th"e aid of the 
Kuomintang."15 

These concealing lies sufficed until Chiang Kai-shek struck 
his blow, in his own time, at Shanghai. Then, and then only, 
the " agents of reaction " were identified as soldiers " acting 
in the name of Marshal Chiang Kai-shek." Then it became 
time to reveal that throughout Kiangsi" the trade unions must 
hold their meetings secretly, all premises being occupied by 
troops."16 So these were the army-union contacts which 
Browder found so " pleasing " ! And now it was time to reveal 
that in Kiangsi " the Kuomintang represents only the man
darins and the capitalists, as the workers and peasants have no 
voice whatever."17 So this was the party " solidly supported 
by all the people " ! 

This deliberate concealment of vital information at the 
most critical phase of the Chinese revolution in 1927 is an 
index to the atmosphere created throughout the Comintern 
on the eve of Chiang Kai-shek's coup d'etat. A few quotations 
will evoke it : 

"Now that we are on the eve of the taking of Nanking and 
Shanghai, the imperialists are issuing reports about the 
so-called splitting tendencies within the Kuomintang. The 
results of the executive session of the Kuomintang . . . showed 
exactly the contrary. The united front inside the Party is to-day 
as solid as before .... Far from dividing, as the imperialists 
say, the Kuomintang has only tightened its ranks. . " 18 

Again, under the title, " The Victory of the Shanghai 
Workers " : • 

0 



THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTI~~ 
" A split in the Kuomintang and hostilities between th 

Shanghai proletariat and the revolutionary soldiers are 
absolutely excluded right now. . .. Chiang Kai-shek has 
himself declared he will submit to the decisions of the Party. 
A revolutionist like Chiang Kai-shek will not ally himself, 
as the imperialists would like to have believed, with the counter
revolutionary Chang Tso-lin to struggle against the emancipa
tion movement. There were, indeed, negotiations last 
November between Chang Tso-lin and the Cantonese armies
but only for tactical reasons. . . . The Kuomintang has 
promised the workers to satisfy all their demands. The only 
danger for the Shanghai proletariat is in an imperialist 
provocatiofl."19 

That same week Paris workers cheered wildly when they were 
assured of the " indefectible unity " of the Kuomintang. 20 

In Moscow the same reassurance took the form of replies to 
Trotsky and the Opposition, who were warning of a blow and 
who demanded the unconditional independence of the Chinese 
Communists. On March r6 Pravda published an article 
entitled "The Chinese Revolution and the Kuomintang," 
which declared that "now particularly, the military question 
is the main political question of the Chinese Revolution." The 
article went on to describe Right-wing elements who " with 
varying degrees ofvacillation" (!)were aiming for a deal with 
imperialism. On the other hand, it hastened to reassure," we 
have a strong Left wing in the Kuomintang which reflects the 
interests of the masses .... For quite understandable reasons, 
the imperialist Press is employing all means to exaggerate the 
strength of the Right Kuomintang, who are alleged to have 
already turned the revolution on to ' moderate ' lines and con
centrated power in their hands. The imperialist Press has 
predicted the complete degeneration of the Kuomintang, a split, 
and paralysis of the Chinese revolution. . . ." The article 
then proceeded to lash the Left Opposition for demanding 
immediate withdrawal from the Kuomintang: "They see 
the Right fraction of the Kuomintang, but they do not see its 
kernel and they do not see the masses .... Even the Right 
circles in the Kuoinintang, and those who stand near to the 
Right in the Kuomintang Government, and the army, are 
forced to yield to the pressure of the revolutionary masses. . . . 
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}In this regard, the declaration of Chiang Kai-shek . . . is a 
very important document. (This refers to his pledge of 
discipline.) Chiang Kai-shek is compelled ... to manreuvre 
. . to swear his devotion . . . to submit to the leadership. 
The plan which the extreme Right wing of the Kuomintang 
hoped to carry out and which the imperialist bourgeoisie 
regarded as its trump card ... has failed. Now even the 
American capitalist Press has been compelled to recognize 
the failure of the Right-wing ~lot .... "21 

Further reassurances came from Martinov, the Menshevik 
who spoke for the Comintern in the columns of Pra.vda. " The 
Left wing represents a considerable majority in the Kuomin
tang ... " he wrote. " Nine-tenths of the local dtgans of the 
Kuomintang are under the leadership of the Left wing and the 
Communists.'' 22 

Blandest of all were the assurances given by the master
strategist himself, by Joseph Stalin, who rose on April 5 
before a meeting of three thousand functionaries in the Hall 
of Columns in Moscow to answer the warnings of Trotsky and 
the Opposition : 

" Chiang Kai-shek is submitting to discipline," he declared 
in this memorable speech. " The Kuomintang is a bloc, a 
sort of revolutionary parliament, with the Right, the Left, 
and the Communists. Why make a coup d'etat? Why drive 
away the Right when we have the majority and when the 
Right listens to us ? The peasant needs an old worn-out jade 
as long as she is necessary. He does not drive her away. 
So it is with us. When the Right is of no more use to us, we 
will drive it away. At present we .need the Right. It has 
capable people, who still direct the army and lead it against 
the imperialists. Chiang Kai-shek has perhaps no sympathy 
for the revolution, but he is leading the arniy and cannot do 
otherwise than lead it against the imperialists. Besides this, 
the people of the Right have relations with the generals of 
Chang Tso-lin and understand very well how to demoralize 
them and to induce them to pass over to the side of the revolu
tion, bag and baggage, without striking_ a blow. Also, they have 
connections with the rich merchants and can raise money from 
them. So they have to be utilized to the end, squeezed out like 
a lemon, and then flung away."2 3 • 
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Only a few days previously Stalin had told a meeting o 

Young Communists: "It must be said that until now they 
(the imperialists) have secured one result : the deepening of the 
hatred of the Chinese for imperialism, the cohesion of 
the forces of the Kuomintang and a new swing to the Left of the 
revolutionary movement in China. No one can doubt that 
right now the imperialists have achieved the exact opposite 
of what they wanted. . . . It is said, not without truth, that 
the gods strike blind those wh!!m they would annihilate."24 

Not without truth, indeed ! It only remained to be deter
mined who, in truth, had been struck blind. 

The precise instructions given in this fatal week to the 
Chinese Cofbmunists in Shanghai were the following : 

" On March 3 r, when the preparations of the bourgeoisie 
for the overturn became apparent (!), the E.C.C.I. gave the 
following directive : Arouse the masses against this overturn 
now being prepared and conduct a campaign against the 
Right. Open struggle is not to be launched at this time (in 
view of the very unfavourable change in the relationship of 
forces). Arms must not be given up, but in any extremity they 
must be hidden."25 

These instructions meant an invitation to the Chinese 
Communists to put their heads docilely on the block, nothing 
more, nothing less. If they were not to mobilize for "open," 
i.e. armed, struggle against Chiang Kai-shek, obviously they 
had to do everything possible to propitiate him. The " cam
paign against the Right" did not mean a campaign against 
Chiang Kai-shek himself. Was not the whole Comintern Press 
proclaiming his fidelity ? It meant angry whimperings 
against the politicians and generals who now formed Chiang's 
entourage. 

"The Kuomintang is suffering from a lack of revolutionary 
worker and peasant blood," declared the leading organ of the 
Comintern in these very days. " The Communist Party must 
infuse such blood and thereby radically change the situation."2 6 

"What an ominous play of words," wrote Trotsky, for it 
was precisely such a transfusion of blood that was now being 
prepared-only it was to come in a manner least expected by 
the bold and confident strategists who sat in Moscow and 
advised the Shanghai workers to play dead. 
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It has been necessary to go at this length into the Comintern 
estimate of the situation in Shanghai in March April, rg27, 
because after a few half-hearted attempts to defend the policies 
pursued at this critical juncture,27 the legend was before long 
to be created and to persevere in all the literature of the 
Communist International that responsibility for the Shanghai 
debacle rested exclusively and indubitably with the Chinese 
Communist leaders, notably Chen Tu-hsiu, who were to be 
accused of stubbornly rejecting the instructions from Moscow. 
We have seen what these instructions were and what was the 
estimate from which they flowed. They explain why the 
Chinese Communists in Shanghai faced impending disaster . . 
helplessly disarmed. 

The rumours of the impending coup were met in Shanghai, 
as abroad, with indignant denials. " How can the Shanghai 
workers clash with the army, the same army which they have 
only to welcome and respect ? " asked the General Labour 
Union in a public statement. "Rumours are being dissemi
nated to the effect that there is a possibility of a breach between 
the Nationalist army and the labouring classes .... Needless 
to say, these rumours are groundless and the public is requested 
not to believe them .... " 28 These rumours were called 
"machinations of the enemy to sow discord." Open predic
tions in the daily Press abo4.t the forthcoming attack were 
brushed aside. The Communist organizations replied to all of 
them by asking Chiang Kai-shek to suppress the newspapers 
involved for publishing news " prejudicial to the united 
front " ! In accord with Moscow instructions to " conduct a 
campaign against the Right," flaming denunciations of 
" reactionaries" in general were issued almost daily. On 
April 4, the G.L.U. even publicly threatened a general strike 
if any action was taken by the " reactionaries " against the 
armed pickets and the workers. But Chiang Kai-shek's name 
was never mentioned in connection with any of these threats, 
and often the term " reactionaries " was specified to mean only 
the Western Hills group, the Kuomintang Right wingers like 
Wu Chih-hui and Chang Ching-chiang. The fact that Chiang 
Kai-shek had openly thrown in his lot with these men was 
ignored or concealed-or worried about privately. 

Every effort was made to propitiate the " revolutionary 
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general." After his arrival the Communists even prepared a 
pompous reception and banquet in his honour. But neither 
he nor the other general invited deigned to attend. Swallowing 
this slight, the Communists greeted with joy every little con
ciliatory gesture-or every gesture they could interpret as 
being conciliatory-that Chiang made. His telegram of April 3 
endorsing the leadership of Wang Ching-wei brought forth a 
flood of telegrams from all the Communist organizations, 
hailing his announcement as a·virtmil settlement of all disputed 
issues and expressing pious hopes that he would henceforth 
faithfully fulfil the obligations he had himself assumed. 

~Chiang's Awil 3 telegram was_f~llowed up, in !he same spirit, 
by a JOmt manifesto issue_:~_ over the signatur_e_Lof_Wa,ng_Ching
wei and Chen Tu-hsiu, a document which embodies the most 
complete expression ottne seTf:effacement q,nd class conciTiatlOil 

.'"~ wli.!cn cnaraet&izeatne---commu-nist ..E_olicy. For that reason it 
I' is reproducecnrere1n full : ··-

" Comrades of the KuQmint-an.g and __ the _Communist PJ:l:r.!Y..: 
" ~ our national revQl;ution has won great _yic

tories2 our enemies have still not all been defeated. They 
are watching closely for our w~aknesses, in order to -attack 
us and erase our conquests. The consolidation of our ranks 
is therefore more necessary than ever before. '[he Chinese 

/ Communist Party resolutely recognizes !b_atfu_~_K_q~f!li!J.t<;tng 
' and 1ts prmcml~~ are __ n_ec~ssary to the Chinese R~yoluj:iQI!.. 

Only those who are unwilling to see the Chinese Revolution 
advance could advocate the overthrow of the Kuomintang. 
No matter how misguided it is, the Chinese Communist 
Party could never advocate jhe gveithLQ~-oJ !ts afu:. the 
!{uomintar:g-J~ase o21r impeJi<:~.list_~1ld milita~i_st~nemies. 

" The dictatorship of t~e proletariat is the maximum aim 
~( th~p~r()grair!Il:!~s- of al!J:~e C~unist Pa~ties~ Although 
it has been realized in the Soviet Union, it is an open 
question whether in the .Political and economic situation of 
the colonial and semi-coloriia1 -countries, the trlmsl.tion 
.from capitalism to Soeia:lisrri must schematically proceed in 
the same way through the same stages. Moreover, in the 
present trend of the Chinese Revolution, this question will 
not only not be raised at the present time, but will ~ot come 
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up in the near future. What China needs is the establish
ment of a democratic dictatorship of all the oppressed 
classes to deal with the counter-revolution, not a dictatorship 
of the proletariat. 

" There are various forms of co-operation between the 
two Parties. The important thing is that the overwhelming 
majority of the members of both Parties should solve this 
question with an attitude of mutual goodwill, so that the 
fundamental spirit of co-opehtion shall not be violated. 
Whoever knows clearly the revolutionary theory of the 
Communist Party and its real attitude toward the Kuomin-

..--, tang will have no doubts of Sun Tsung-li's (Sun Yat-sen's) 
I'\ . . . . - . • - ----~ 

· "'f?hcy of alhance ~!th the C~~umst Party. __ 
"Now the national r~v:olutiqn h(ls reached the _strong}:lold 

of the imperialists_, Shanghai. This has aroused all the 
counter-revolutionaries, here and abroad, who are fabricating 
all sorts of rumours designed t_9 create tension -and sow discord 
between our two Parties. Some say the Commun1si Party 
will organize a workers' ~government, will rush into the 
foreign Concessions in order to embarrass the Northern 
Expeditionary Army, will overthrow the Kuomintang 
power. Others say the Kuomintang leaders will expel the 
Communist Party, will suppress the labour unions and 
the pickets. It is not clear whence come such rumours. 
The resolutions of the recent Plenary Session of the Central 
Executive Committee of the Kuomintang demonstrated to 
the whole world that such things as the expulsion of the 
Communist Party and the labour unions can never take 
place. The Shanghai military authorities have announced 
that they will obey the Central Government. Although 
there are dissensions and misunderstandings, none of them is 
insoluble. The Communist Party is not the last in loving 
peace and order. It agrees with the policy of the Nationalist 
Government against taking back the Shanghai settlements 
by force. The Shanghai General Labour Union has also 
issued a manifesto against any independent action in rushing 
into the Concessions. The Communist Par!Y._:>l.§~<~:gn;e£_with 

(-.-. t~e policy of the collaboration of all class~ the municipal 
government. These are hard facts and leave no room for 
fabricated rumours. - ·· --
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" Comrades of the Kuomintang and the Communist 
Party ! Our powerful enemies do not deal with us by force 
alone. They are also trying to estrange us by rumours, to 
achieve their aim ~f 'playing red ag~jnst !e~ We must 
stand on--the common ground of the revolution, give up 
mutual suspicions, reject rumour-mongering, and respect 
each other. Everything must be done candidly, by open 
consultation. Our political views may be different, but _in 
fundamentals there must be:! agreement. If there is si_~~ere 
co-o.e_eration between the two Parties, as intimately as 
between brothers, words meant to inJure our relations with 
each other will never take effect. We state here our deepest 
convictiofrs so that they may be examined by both sides, 
so that nothing shall be done to disappoint the friends of 
the revolution and to please its enemies. Then all will be 
well with both Parties and with the Chinese Revolution. 

" ~igned : Wang 
"Chen."29 

It was with this attitude that the Communist leadership, 
in Shanghai and abroad alike, faced the critical tasks of these 
days. The workers in general believed implicitly in these 
leaders. 

The victorious insurrectioq_ had enormously heightened the 
authority of the Communists. The workers streamed into the 
unions. 3° For this reason it was not out of mere hysteria that the 
foreign and Chinese capitalists of Shanghai anticipated immi
nent expropriation at the hands of the armed workers' power. 
When all wheels abruptly ceased turning and the workers 
carried the class struggle from the factories into the streets, 
it is little wonder that the capitalists thought they heard the 
knell of property ring, not in tones of measured solemnity, 
but tapped out in the insistent staccato of machine-guns. 
Stripped of its froth, their fear had meaning in it, for they 
clearly saw in the armed working class the power capable of 
destroying them. Warships might protect the foreigners' 
settlements, but they could not make the wheels go round or 
make the workers resume their burdens. Their fears, with all 
their hysteria, rose quite logically from a frank appraisal of the 
situation. What they misjudged was the calibre of the Com-
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munist leadership. They mistook it for the same kind of 
leadership which had carried out the October revolution in 
Russia and had destroyed there the system of private property, 
the base of bourgeois society. 
If in the Communist leaders, to whom the workers of Shanghai 

looked for guidance, there had been• the intention to justify 
even part of these fears, to seize the opportunity which the 
moment seemed so clearly to offer, there is every reason to 
believe that Chiang Kai-shek ~ould have been isolated from 
the army and the bourgeois counter-revolution smothered. 
But this was not even remotely the case. Gripped in the vise 
of the " bloc of four classes," struck blind by the gods of the 
" national united front," the Party which had victoriously led 
the insurrection was quickly to reveal its impotence in the 
face of reaction. " The keys to Shanghai were handed over 
by the victorious workers to the Canton army," cried Pravda 
on March 22. "In this fact is expressed the great heroic act 
of the Shanghai proletariat ! " 31 This " heroic act " consisted 
in handing over to the bourgeoisie, on the morrow of the 
insurrection, the power won by the workers. 

In the Provisional Municipal Government inaugurated 
under Communist auspices on March 29, a majority was 
voluntarily given over to representatives of the Shanghai 
bourgeoisie. Only five of the nineteen government members 
were nominated by the trade unions. Chiang Kai-shek, who 
was independently putting his own men into key administrative 
posts and quickly setting up the framework of his own civil 
authority, refused to recognize the Provisional Government, 
declaring through his spokesman, Wu Chih-hui, that it "was 
contrary to the party system of government." 32 

As soon as Chiang's attitude became known, the elected 
bourgeois representatives one after another declined the 
proffered posts. Yu Ya-ching, banker and compradore, ignored 
the appointment. K. P. Chen, General Manager of the 
Shanghai Commercial and Savings Bank, declined to take 
office. Wang Hsiao-lai ofthe General Chamber of Commerce, 
who had been elected chairman after he had publicly indicated 
his unwillingness to participate, said that since he was a silk 
merchant and the sprihg was a busy season, he would prefer 
to cede his position to a wiser man. Wang Han-liang, another 
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prominent merchant, announced that with the occupation of 
Shanghai all his past efforts were amply rewarded and he had 
now only to retire and let felicity take its course. Soumei 
Cheng, a notorious woman lawyer and judge closely connected 
with the gangs and big business, said she was " too busily 
engaged with her official duties." Francis Zia, managing 
editor of the China Courier, pleaded illness and inability to 
assume public responsibility. The remaining bourgeois 
delegates quickly followed suit~ 

Thus boycotted by the bourgeoisie, the workers' delegates 
pleaded helplessness. " At the fifth delegates' conference on 
April 3, the chief secretary of the municipal government 
(Lin Chun, «a Communist), said that since the members of the 
government assumed their positions, petitions from the masses 
calling upon them to take over local institutions, or reporting 
local acts in taking over institutions, or urging the government 
to take measures against the gentry (in the villages adjacent 
to the city), or to settle school disputes, had been pouring into 
the government offices like snowflakes. But the members of 
the government, owing to the fact that they have received a 
letter from Commander-in-Chief Chiang asking them to post
pone doing anything, did not actively conduct their work." 33 

Instead of taking over the local organs of power, the govern
ment addressed a letter to Chiang Kai-shek in the form of a 
tseng wen, the form used in the old mandarinate for petitions 
from lower to higher orders, respectfully asking him to hand over 
to it the municipal institutions in which he had already placed 
his own appointees and asking his support for the democratically 
elected municipal administration. 34 The government did not 
draw up measures for alleviating the burdens of the masses. 
It did not call upon the trade unions and pickets to help it 
carry out a bold social programme. It issued a manifesto 
with a programme of demands, but no steps were ever taken 
to make these demands effective. The only other thing the 
government did was to devote itself to passing resolutions 
welcoming Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist army, 
welcoming Wang Ching-wei when he returned, congratulating 
Chiang Kai-shek for his promise to obey discipline, and 
greeting with particular joy the Chen-Wang manifesto. 

For any measure which actually corresponded to the 
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practical daily needs and interests ofthe workers and the petty 
artisans and shopkeepers, the Provisional Government could 
have counted upon the militant armed support of the ti ade 
unions and other mass organizations in Shanghai. By storming 
the army with the weapons of propaganda and assuring the 
effective fraternization of the workers and soldiers, the govern
ment could have ensured support from the military rank and 
file. Such measures would have brought forth a resounding 
echo from the provinces and• from other cities where the 
workers and peasants were already on the march and needed 
only such an example to free themselves from the vacillation 
and delays of the Kuo;mintang regime at Wuhan. None of this 
was thinkable without the complete independ~nce of the 
Communist Party functioning consciously as the instrument 
of the workers. The Chinese Communists, stifling in the 
Kuomintang strait-jacket, were pursuing quite opposite aims. 

They dogged the tails of Chiang Kai-shek and the bankers 
and merchants whose co-operation they deemed vital to the 
maintenance of the" united front." Without such co-operation 
they considered themselves helpless. In a few localities, as in 
Pootung, the workers' power asserted itself more aggressively. 
There the workers spontaneously took over the local municipal 
organs, instituted their own tribunals, empowered the pickets 
to arrest, try, and sentence enemies of the workers. These acts 
never received the backing of the Provisional Government, 
but were on the contrary deplored and criticized. 

Functioning through the Provisional Government, the 
Communist leadership failed to take any positive steps in the 
interests of the workers. Functioning through the leadership 
of the General Labour Union, the Communists went further. 
They voluntarily limited the spontaneously rising ;mass move
ment and circumscribed the activities of the pickets to bring 
them within the limits set by the need for maintaining the 
" national united front." On April 4 the executive committee 
of the G.L.U. adopted a set of regulations governing strikes. 
Spontaneous strikes on the initiative of the workers were 
forbidden. According to the procedure laid down, demands 
" were not to be too exacting " and were first to be presented 
for direct negotiations with the employers. If these negotia
tions failed, no strike was to be called, but the matter was to 
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be referred to the next higher organ in the union, the district 
committee or the centre, which would thereupon take up 
negotiations with the employers. 35 The effect of the regulations 
was to sap the initiative of the workers, to scatter and isolate 
their struggles. When the employers began hitting back at 
the mass movement by lock-outs, the General Labour Union 
meekly adopted a resolution asking the Provisional Govern
ment to ask the employers " not to close their factories without 
good grounds or on simple pretexts." (!)36 

Strict orders were issued forbidding pickets to make arrests. 
Their duties were to be confined to "the maintenance of 
order in co-operation with the army and the police." 37 Heavy 
penalties w~re prescribed for pickets exceeding these limits. 
An attitude of cringing servility toward the military com
manders was preserved by the G.L.U. leaders. One evening, 
for example, some members ofthe family of General Liu Chih, 
a notorious enemy of the workers, were arrested on suspicion 
by a picket patrol. Next morning the G.L.U. executive com
mittee sent a reekingly subservient apology to military head
quarters. General Liu was asked to " pardon " the four 
pickets whose " actions were so reckless and thoughtless as to 
encroach upon other comrades (!) and to disturb the division 
commander's family. We have disarmed them and expelled 
them from membership in the picket corps and will punish them 
severely." 38 

The same meekness was displayed with regard to the anti
imperialist struggle. The whole situation called for unleashing 
the most militant and broadest possible action in the form of 
strikes, boycotts, and demonstrations against the Powers 
whose forces bristled with arms at the border of the Settlement 
and who were participating directly in the suppression of 
the mass movement.* 

The General Labour Union, however, confined itself to 

* The leading role played by the Americans in the bombardment of Nanking 
on March 24 came as a rude shock to the many Chinese who still believed that the 
United States regarded Chinese Nationalism with a benevolent, detached interest. 
On April 7, a demonstration of workers outside the Oriental Spinning and 
Weaving Co. was dispersed at the point of bayonets by an American military 
patrol. On the night of April 8, a detachment of two hundred British soldiers 
raided the Great China University, wounded eight students, searched the dor
mitories, seized students' property, and made a number of arrests. Japanese. 
marines repeatedly used bayonets on workers in the japanese mills. -
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issuing reassuring statements and promises that it had no 
intention of rushing the Settlement gates. Obviously to hurl 
themselves against the foreign guns would have been fool
hardy. But propitiating and reassuring the foreigners was 
one thing. Carrying on an extensive campaign which would 
have cut every nerve that linked the Settlement to the rest of 
the country and sapped the imperialist defences was quite 
another. The intention of the bourgeoisie to come to terms 
with the imperialists was perft!ctly apparent. Since such a 
compromise was obviously to be reached at the expense of the 
workers, it was now more than ever the task of the Communists 
to dissociate themselves from the bourgeoisie and independently 
undertake an offensive that would have freed the l!ands ofthe 
workers in the face of the impending union of their native and 
foreign exploiters. Instead, the Communists announced in 
advance their unquestioning compliance in any settlement 
which " the properly constituted authorities " (i.e. the 
bourgeoisie) might make. 

In an advertisement inserted in all the Chinese newspapers, 
it was stated that " in the question of the rendition of the 
Concessions, the General Labour Union, jointly with the army 
and the merchants, will back the foreign policy of the 
Nationalist Gdvernment. It will not undertake to rush into 
the Concessions. In the question of law and order, it will 
co-operate with the army and the merchants to preserve it." 39 

In a declaration on March 30, the executive committee of the 
G.L.U. had already promised that it would "await patiently 
the outcome and a peaceful settlement of forthcoming negotia
tions in which the Nationalist Government and the foreign 
Powers will enter." The G.L.U. deplored the· fact that 
"residents of the International Settlement are considerably 
agitated " by the rumours of an attack. " While it is our 
desire to expand our propaganda movement, we desire to 
remove all unnecessary alarm. The Shanghai G.L.U. strongly 
supports the movement for the rendition of the Settlement, 
but the responsibility for this is vested in the proper authorities 
of the Nationalist Government .... Our action with regard 
to diplomatic affairs will be similar to and will be guided by 
those who are higher than we, namely, the Nationalist 
Government." 40 
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Thus step by step and in the name of the " national united 
front," the Communist Party abdicated all rights of working
class initiative. Governmental prerogatives could be exercised 
only with the co-operation of the bourgeoisie-and when the 
bourgeois delegates refused to co-operate, the Communists 
declared themselves helpless and did nothing. "Law and 
order" were to be maintained only" in co-operation with the 
army and the merchants." The fight against imperialism was 
to be guided only " by those ~ho are higher than we," by the 
bourgeoisie, and any settlement they made was to be accepted 
without question. And if anyone made so bold as to suggest 
that the bourgeoisie was preparing to smash the unions and the 
CommunisfParty, he was charged with circulating tendencious 
rumours started by " counter-revolutionary elements " for the 
purpose of driving a wedge into the "national united front." 

Writing more than a year later, Mif, the Comintern "expert" 
on China, described the Chinese Communist leadership in 
these critical days in the following terms : " The Shanghai 
comrades still lived hypnotized by the old line and could not 
imagine a revolutionary government without the participation · 
of the bourgeoisie .... The bourgeoisie, again according to the 
old tradition, was given the leading role .... " 41 

Old line ? Old tradition? When had the Communist 
International proclaimed any new line? Or when had it 
inaugurated a new tradition ? When had it envisaged a 
revolutionary government without the participation of the 
bourgeoisie ? When and where did it call upon the Chinese 
Communists to follow their own class course-a course which 
inevitably required a break with the bourgeoisie ? Stal~n 
and Bukharin said that the bourgeoisie would inevitably break 
with the proletariat. Having sagely made this " prediction," 
they instructed the proletariat to hang doggedly on to the tails 
of the bourgeoisie until it was kicked loose. When Chiang Kai
shek openly marched toward the break they had " predicted," 
Stalin shut his eyes and saw no evil, Bukharin covered his ears 
and heard no evil, and Borodin-Roy-Browder-Doriot and 
all the others locked their lips and spoke ofnone. The clamour 
and alarm was raised, not against Chiang Kai-shek, but against 
Leon Trotsky, who in these very days was demanding, unheard, 
a declaration of independence for the Chinese Communist Party. 
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On April 3, 1927, Trotsky submitted for publication in the 
Soviet Press an article entitled " Class Relations iu the Chinese 
Revolution." It was refused publication. In this article Trotsky 
warned against the "Chinese Pilsudski" and declared : 
" If the Polish Pilsudski required three decades for his evolution, 
the Chinese Pilsudski will require a much shorter period for the 
transition from national revolution to national Fascism .... 
The policy of a shackled Communist Party serving as a re· 
cruiting agent to bring the workers into the Kuomintang is 
preparation for the successful establishment of a Fascist 
dictatorship in China at that not very distant moment when the 
proletariat, despite everything, will be compelled to jump back 
from the Kuomintang .... To drive the workers a'!ld peasants 
into the political camp of the bourgeoisie and to keep the 
Communist Party a hostage within the Kuomintang is to carry 
on a policy equivalent objectively to betrayal. ... The Kuomin· 
tang in its present form is the embodiment of an ' unequal 
treaty' between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. If the 
Chinese revolution as a whole demands the abolition of the 
unequal treaties with the imperialist Powers, then the Chinese 
proletariat must liquidate the unequal treaty with its own 
bourgeoisie." 42 

But Stalin said he was engaged in squeezing lemons, that the 
lemons gave him connections with Chang Tso·lin and the rich 
merchants which had not yet been fully utilized. Chiang Kai· 
shek did, indeed, have relations with Chang Tso-lin, but instead 
of inducing him "to pass over to the side of the revolution," 
Chiang was trying to negotiate an alliance with him against the 
Left. 43 Chiang did know, indeed, how to raise money from his 
connections with the rich merchants, only it was money paid 
over to finance not the revolution but the counter-revolution. 
But since Chiang and the other " capable people " in command 
of the army could not, according to Stalin," do otherwise than 
lead it against the imperialists," the question of armed pre· 
paration of the workers against an attack by that same army 
was surely not in order. It was to insure against any such 
eventuality that Stalin had ordered the workers' arms hidden. 
It was comprehensible, therefore, that the Communist leaders 
found themselves helplessly indecisive when the crucial 
opportunity presented itself to align the whole First Division, 
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then garrisoning the city, aggressively on the side of the workers 
against Chiang Kai-shek. 

The First Division was composed of seasoned, revolutionary 
troops, schooled in the revolution, and deeply conscious of the 
firm bonds of unity between themselves and the workers. 
These were the men who had chafed at Pai Chung-hsi's re
straining orders on March 2 I, and had finally marched into the 
city the next day in defiance of those orders. One of Chiang 
Kai-shek's first aims after Ms arrival was to remove these 
troops from the scene. During that week he issued orders for 
them to leave. Hsueh Yoh, the division commander, acting 
under the pressure of his ranks, came at once to the Central 
Committe~ of the Communist Party. 

"I have been ordered by Chiang Kai-shek to leave Shang
hai," he told them. "What shall I do? " He offered to defy 
Chiang and to hold his men in readiness to fight him. He 
offered to arrest and imprison Chiang on charges of plotting 
counter-revolution. 44 Hsueh's offer put the key to the whole 
crisis in the hands of the Communist leadership. Chen Tu
hsiu and the others hesitated. There were also Voitinsky and 
half a dozen other Comintern" advisers." They, too, hesitated. 
Tney temporized. · 

" To this proposition for a decisive attack on Chiang Kai
shek no clear answer was given. They advised Hsueh Yoh to 
sabotage, to pretend illness." But Chiang accepted no delay. 
" The moment arrived when it was impossible to put it off. 
Hsueh Y oh received an ultimatum, and when he addressed 
him>elf again to the Party there was no other way out : either 
take up arms against Chiang (he proposed) with the support 
and under the leadership of the Communist Party, or .obey, 
i.e. take out of Shanghai a large, and from the revolutionary 
point of view, precious force." 45 

Fearful of the responsibility of advising Hsueh Yoh to remain 
in Shanghai in defiance of Chiang's orders, the Communist 
leaders addressed respectful petitions to Chiang Kai-shek and 
Pai Chung-hsi, humbly requesting them to keep the First 
DivisiQn in the city. To the workers they repeated their 
assurances that all was well. Individual Communists and work
ing class leaders who refused to be lulled into somnolence were 
paralysed. 46 The decisive moment passed. Hsueh's troops 
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were moved, first out of Chapei, and then up the railway out 
of the Shanghai area altogether. The soldiers, uncomprehend
ing but still confident in the Communist leadership, moved out 
without protest.* The working class districts of Shanghai were 
occupied by the thoroughly reactionary forces ofPai Chung-hsi, 
Liu Chih, and Chow Feng-chi, a Sun Chuang-fang renegad,·. 

That same week, the first in April, attacks were begun piece
meal on local Communist centres. Scores were arrested and 
several picket patrols were dis<l'rmed. The city Kuomintang 
office, under Communist influence, was closed down. Protest
ing these acts, the staff of the Political Department of the army 
met on April 5 and adopted a resolution asking Chiang to 
proclaim again his fidelity to Kuomintang princi~les and to 
show it by releasing the arrested men. By way of reply next 
day Chiang's troops swooped down on the headquarters of the 
Political Department and arrested nineteen members of the 
staff. The soldiers were told they were arresting " counter
revolutionaries.'' 

An official communique took pains to announce that no ill
will against the Communists was to be read into these arrests. 
" The penple in control of the Political Department," it averred, 
".:-r~ :lecretly fostering reactionary forces and are hindering 
the development of the Northern Expedition." 47 That same 
day soldiers of Chang Tso-lin, acting with the permission of the 
Diplomatic Corps, raided the Soviet Embassy in Peking, 
arresting twenty Chinese found there, among them Li Ta-chao, 
a founder of the Communist Party. t Chiang hastened to wire 
the Soviet Embassy expressing his " indignation " and 
" regret." He called the raid an " unprecedented outrage" 
and begged to extend to the Soviet Charge d'Affaires his 
"sincerest condolences." 48 In Moscow Chiang's telegram was 
proudly cited as further evidence that he could not possibly be 
contemplating a coup against the workers. 49 But when in 
Shanghai the foreign authorities responded to the Peking raid 
by throwing a cordon around the Soviet Consulate-General 
and searching all who came and went, Chiang remained 
discreetly silent. " It is suspected in foreign circles," 'Yired a 

* Hsueh Yoh became one of Chiang's most faithful lieutenants and one of the 
most relentless pursuers of the peasant Red armies in 1930~4. 

t Li Ta-chao and the nineteen others arrested were later executed by 
strangulation. 
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correspondent, "that Chiang Kai-shek's faction may not be 
averse to the curtailment of the Soviet Consulate's liberties." 50 

At one of the ceremonies arranged for Chiang by the Com
munists in the days following his arrival, Chiang had actually 
presented a banner to the pickets inscribed " Common 
Action." 51 He revealed what he meant by" common action" 
on April 6 when orders were issued at Lunghua: "All armed 
pickets of the labour unions are to be under the command of the 
headquarters of the commantler-in-chief, otherwise they will 
be regarded as conspiratorial organizations and will not be 
permitted to exist." 52 The time for gestures was fast coming 
to an end. 

While c3ngratulatory telegrams from Communist and Left
wing organizations greeting the Chen-Wang manifesto buzzed 
in over the wires, Wu Chih-hui, Chiang's spokesman, addressed 
a meeting ofRight-wing politicians : "The Chen-Wang mani
festo was simply diplomatic friendly talk between leaders of the 
two parties," he told them. " It has no bearing on the policies 
of the Party at all." Wu declared that as far as the Kuomintang 
was concerned, it was merely tolerating the Communists, 
not allying itself with them. "As to the acceptance of the 
Communist Party into the Kuomintang," he said, "this meant 
an invitation to individual members of the Communist 
Party to join the Kuomintang and obey its principles, making 
them members of the Kuomintang. As to the friendly relations 
between the Kuomintang and the Communists outside the 
Party, this amounts at most to the same thing as the alliance 
with Soviet Russia, asking them to aid our Party, but not asking 
them to co-rule with us, still less allowing them to spread 
Communism .... If they violate the principles of the Kuomin
tang or endanger the Kuomintang, we must limit their activi
ties. . . . If they overstep the limits of friendship or try to 
co-rule China with us, or try to rule China independently, then 
our support of our own Party must become correspondingly 
strong and vigorous." 53 

To replace the Provisional Government, which had by 
now become almost extinct, Chiang appointed a " Provisional 
Committee" headed by Wu Chih-hui to take over and co
ordinate all organs of civil administration. Almost everything 
else was in readiness. He had previously sent a force of his own 
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most trusted troops up the line to Nanking to clear that city of 
forces hostile to him. Later he made a quick trip himself to 
inspect the results. By about April 9 that operation had been 
painlessly performed, most of the unreliable units being dis
armed. 5·1 In Shanghai the period. of palaver, of manceuvres, 
and gestures, of negotiations and specious compromises and 
pronouncements, was drawing to its close. The politicians re
tired back-stage and the gangsterssteppedforwardfor their cues. 

The approach of zero hour• was perhaps most strikingly 
reflected in the half-page advertisements run daily in the 
Chinese Press by the Political Department of Pai Chung-hsi's 
headquarters. In huge black characters during the first few 
days after the Nationalist occupation, these a<fs repeated 
familiar slogans: "Down with Imperialism ! Exterminate the 
Feudal Forces ! " But from April 7 on their tone changed, 
first subtly, soon with brutal directness. 

April 7 : " Down with the reactionaries who are wrecking 
the National revolution ! " 

AprilS : "Whosoever opposes the Three People's Principles 
is opposing the revolution ! " 

April 9 : " Down with the disruptive elements in the rear ! " 
April ro : "For the new Shanghai Provisional Committee ! " 
April I I : " We, the soldiers, are fighting at the front at 

heavy cost. Honest workers in the rear will not strike on any 
pretext whatever or cause any disorder." 

Irony crowned the series on April I2, the advertisements 
that morning reading: "Consolidate the great national 
united front of peasants, workers, students, merchants, and 
soldiers to strive for the realization of the San Min Principles ! " 
Irony, for just before dawn that day the blow fell. The spatter 
of machine-gun and rifle fire crackled over the awakening city. 
The workers rose to discover the unthinkable, the impossible, 
coming to pass. Bludgeoned into confusion by the treacherous 
ignorance of their leaders, they sprang to the arms they still 
had to defend themselves. One could well ask, hurrying along 
with Malraux's Kyo some hours before that dawn: "How would 
they fight, one against ten, in disagreement with the instructions 
of the Chinese Communist Party, against an army that would 
oppose them with its corps of bourgeois volunteers armed with 
European weapons and having the advantage of attack? " 56 
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CHAPTER X 

THE COUP OF APRIL 12, 1927 
• 

Ji t four o'clock on the mornin of A ril I 2 a bu le blast 
.fi soun ed from hiang Kai-shek's head.Q,.lli!Jj:.ers at the 
Fore1gn Ministry Bureau on Route Ghisi. A Chinese gunboat 
at anchor 8H'Nantao answered with a toot on its siren. "Simul
taneously the machine-guns broke loose in a steady roll."1 

The attack was launched in Chapei, Nantao, the Western 
District, in Woosung, Pootung, and Jessfield. It came as no 
surprise to anyone except the workers because" all the authori
ties concerned, Chinese and foreign, after midnight were secretly 
made cognizant of the events which were to take place in the 
morning." 2 • 

Mobilized for action at all points, the gangsters, dressed in 
blue denim uniforms and wearing white arm-bands bearing 
the Chinese character kung (labour), "had feverishly worked 
through the night organizing secret parties to appear at dawn . 
as though from nowhere .... " 3 The North China Daily News 
called them " armed Kuomintang labourers." The Shanghai 
Municipal Police Report referred to " merchants' volunteers." 
The China Press contented itself with "Nationalist troops." 
Franker, George Sokolsky reported : "Arrangements were 
made with the Green and Red Societies, so that one morning 
they, as ' white ' labourers, fell upon and shot down the 
Communists." 4 They did not appear from "nowhere," but 
at the given signal "rushed out of the Concessions,'' 5 and, 
joining forces with picked detachments of Pai Chung-hsi's 
troops, attacked the headquarters of the working-class organiza
tions scattered throughout the city. In most cases, as at the 
Foochow Guild in Nantao and the police station in Pootung, 
the workers' positions were carried directly by the gangsters 
after brief, sharp battles. Their quarters once occupied, the 
pickets and their supporters were given short, brutal shrift. 
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Their arms were seized " and even their clothes and shoes 
ripped from them." 6 Every worker who resisted was shot down 
in his tracks. The remainder were lashed together and marched 
out to be executed either in the streets or at Lunghua 
headquarters. 

Where the workers' forces were greater and the resistance 
likely to be sharper, the attackers employed other tactics. A 
band of some sixty gangsters opened fire on the H uchow 
Guild in Chapei at about 4.30 <!.m. This building housed the 
headquarters of the General Labour Union and was defended 
by several scores of pickets. The surprised guards asked the 
attackers what union they belonged to. "To the Northern 
Expeditionary Army," was the reply, and the firi~g went on. 
The pickets replied in kind. The street in front of the Guild 
was alive with gun fire. Twenty minutes later a company 
of soldiers, headed by an officer named Hsin Ting-yu, appeared. 
Hsin shouted orders to cease firing. " Do not fire at us ! " he 
shouted to the pickets. "We've come to help you disarm these 
men." The firing stopped. He proposed from the street that 
both sides hand over their arms. Ostentat}ously he proceeded 
to disarm some of the gangsters and, under the suspicious eyes 
of the pickets, even bound some of them securely. At that 
the gates were opened. Hsin and his men were invited in. 
Even tea and cigarettes, it is recorded, were laid out for them. 
The officer told Ku Chen-chung, commander of the pickets, 
that he had been appointed to conduct " armed mediation " in 
accordance with the regulations of martial law. He asked Ku 
to accompany him to headquarters. The picket leader gladly 
complied and with six of his men left the premises with Hsin. 
A few steps down the street Hsin turned to Ku. 

"We've disarmed those guerrillas. We've got to disarm 
your squads too," he said. 

Ku stopped short. " You can't," he answered, " those men 
are gangsters. Our pickets are. revolutionary workers. Why 
disarm us ? '' 

Hsin did not answer. Instead his men closed in on the group. 
Ku and the six were disarmed and brought back to the G.L.U. 
headquarters. A few minutes later a force of some three 
hundred gangsters rushed into the building, and while the 
soldiers stood by they savagely attacked the astounded pickets. 
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In the melee, Ku and the vice-commander, Chow En-lai, 
escaped. Indignant and frightened, they rushed to the head
quarters of the Second Division- to protest the attack ! They 
were thrust aside. Somehow they got out alive and escaped 
into hiding.* The Huchow Guild meanwhile had fallen to the 
attackers. Similar methods achieved similar results at most 
of the other workers' centres in the city. By mid-morning the 
last stronghold of the workers was the Commercial Press where • a band of about four hundred pickets continued to hold out 
against overwhelmingly superior attacking forces. 

When the gangsters attacked and the soldiers came on the 
scene witlt, their demand for a cessation of hostilities, the 
workers inside the Commercial Press answered with a renewed 
fusillade. The soldiers were then ordered to join in the attack. 
All attempts at deception were discarded. Siege was laid to 
the building from all sides. Paoshan Road dinned with gun 
fire for several hours. Armed with but a few machine-guns and 
about fifty rifles, the workers held on. They were worthy of 
better leaders, these anonymous defenders of the Shanghai 
proletariat. Theirs was a heroism that must have been born 
not only of desperation but of bitterness, of a sense of having 
been betrayed that was to live on long after Kuomintang 
bullets or the broadswords of Kuomintang headsmen had 
snuffed the lives from their bodies. They fought back until 
most of them were dead and the rest without ammunition. It 
was nearly noon before the attackers gingerly stepped inside 
the bullet-ridden building.' 

"What action the soldiers took beyond disarming the 
Communists is naturally not known. It is not going to be 
advertised by the Chinese authorities," smirked the North 
China Daily News. Early foreign reports minimized the casual
ties, but the British-controlled Shanghai Municipal Police 
later came nearer the actual toll when it reported that nearly 
four hundred workers were killed in the day's operations. 8 

Among the missing was Wang Shao-hua, chairman of the 

* Ku remained with the Communist Party until I 93 I when he turned renegade, 
went over to the Kuomintang, and became one of the most rabid killers, and 
eventually chief of Chiang Kai-shek's anti-Communist organization. Chow 
En-lai fled from Shanghai and later emerged as one of the political leaders of the 
Kiangsi peasant Red Armies with whom he fled in I934-5 to the distant north
west. To-day they are reunited in Chiang Kai-shek's camp. 
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General Labour Union. (:\ot until later was it discovered that 
he had been kidnapped by gangsters the previous afternoon 
and carried off to Lunghua Military Headquarters, where he 
was put to death three days later.) At four o'clock the military 
authorities announced they had the situation "in hand." 

Chen Chuen, * secretary to the gang leader Chang Siao-ling, 
and political director of Pai Chung-hsi's army, announced 
plans for the immediate " reorganization " of the General 
Labour Union along the lines •already made familiar by the 
events in Kiangsi and Chekiang in March. 

" The policy of the Government is to have labour working 
in harmony with the revolutionary army and the Government," 
he proclaimed, " but when labour becomes a disturbing ele
ment, when it arrogates to itself tasks which are detrimental 
to the movement and disturbing to law and order, labour must 
be disciplined." 

The Workers' Trade Alliance, freshly organized, at once took 
over the occupied workers' quarters and introduced themselves 
as follows : "The Shanghai General Labour Union was mani
pulated by a few Communist scoundrels. They bullied and 
deceived the workers and made them sacrifice themselves. 
Workers who have lost their jobs owing to strikes are daily 
increasing, in number. The General Labour Union wants to 
starve and ruin the workers to create opportunities for commit
ting crimes against society and the State. The aim of the 
Workers' Trade Alliance is to realize the San Min Principles 
of the Kuomintang, to secure for the workers their most 
concrete interests, to aid in China's reconstruction so as to 
win freedom and equality in the family of nations .... Now 
the pickets of the G.L.U. have all been disarmed. They can 
no longer oppress our workers. Now our workers are com
pletely free. It is hoped that the workers will send delegations 
to get in touch with us and wait patiently for a settlement." 9 

But the General Labour Union and the other Communist 
organizations were not yet wholly destroyed. They still had 
strength enough and breath enough to address new appeals 

* Chen Chucn and Yang Hu took personal command of Chiang Kai-shek's 
execution squads, making side trips to Ningpo and other neighbouring cities to 
complete the " reorganization " of the labour movement by executing hundreds. 
A saying became current : " In Shanghai wolves ~tnd tigers (lm) stalk abroad in 
packs (chuen)." 
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and petitions to Chiang Kai-shek. The Shanghai tangpu 
(Kuomintang local), long since driven from its headquarters, 
issued an exhortation : " Our working masses must not 
shrink from reorganizing their ranks. . . . The military 
authorities should also more properly protect the workers' 
organizations and return their arms to them."10 The virtually 
defunct Provisional Government addressed a letter to General 
Pai : " The workers' pickets made heavy sacrifices to aid the 
Northern Expeditionary Army and to expel the Chihli
Shantung bandit troops. . . . After the capture of Shanghai, 
they co-operated with the army and the police to maintain 
order and they have rendered no little service to the city. 
Therefore ~ven Commander-in-Chief Chiang highly approved 
of them and presented them with a banner inscribed' Common 
Action.' ... " The letter concluded with a respectful request 
for the return of the arms taken from the pickets.11 That night 
Communist speakers addressed the crowds in Chapei. They 
complained that the workers " had consistently assisted the 
Nationalist Government for years and had only recently 
captured Shanghai for them. . . . They had always main
tained discipline . . . and had not only observed the law, 
but assisted in upholding it." Resolutions were adopted urging 
" that the authorities be again requested to give back the 
arms taken." 12 

All this was true, too true. Only now, with the battle lost 
and the moment for action irretrievably buried in the blunders 
of the past, the General Labour Union found the sorry courage 
on April I 3 to declare a general strike of protest and to 
announce : "We shall fight to the death ... with the 
pational revolution as our banner. It is glorious to die in such 
a way." 13 

Having led the workers bound before the guns of Chiang 
Kai-shek, the Communist leadership could still, on April 13, 
call upon the workers " to be prepared to sacrifice all, to renew 
the war against the forces of the Right wing."14 

The workers might well have asked : "WHAT war against 
the Right wing?" 

And how were they going to fight now ? The instructions 
of the Communist International had been to play 'possum-to 
bury or hide their arms-in hopes of averting" open struggle." 
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Now" open struggle" had been carried to them by the enemy. 
They were helplessly caught. 

Despite the complete collapse of the leadership in the 
critical hours of April 12, about one hundred thousand workers 
answered the call for _the general strike.15 What testimony this 
was to the sustained discipline and courage of the Shanghai 
working class ! The water-front was paralysed. The tramway 
workers went out. Most of the textile workers in the Western 
district and about half the workers in the Yangtzepoo mills 
answered the strike call. 

At noon on April 13 the workers gathered at a mass meeting 
on Chinyuen Road, Chapei. Resolutions were passed demand
ing the return of the seized arms, the punishment o1 the union 
wreckers and protection for the General Labour U nion.16 

A petition was drawn up embodying these points and a proces
sion was formed to march down to Second Division head
quarters to present it to General Chow Feng-chi. Women and 
children joined. Not a man marching bore arms. They 
swung into Paoshan Road under a pouring rain. As they 
came abreast of San Teh Terrace, a short distance from the 
military headquarters, machine-gunners waiting for them 
there opened fire. Lead spouted into the thick crowd from 
both sides of the street. Men, women, and children dropped 
screaming into the mud. The crowd broke up into mad 
flight. Guns continued streaming fire into the backs of the 
fleeing workers. The muddy rain water coursing down ruts 
in the streets ran red. Waiting squads of soldiers streaked out 
of adjacent alleyways, slashing into the crowd with bayonets, 
swinging rifle butts and broadswords. They raced in pursuit 
of the fleeing demonstrators, chasing many of them right into 
their houses in Yi Ping Terrace, Paotung and Tientungan 
Roads, streets thick with working-class homes. Men and 
women were dragged out. "Those who resisted were either 
killed on the spot or wounded. ·. . . Many of the wounded 
were left to die where they dropped. It was an hour before the 
street was cleared."17 One eye-witness saw bodies carted off 
in vans. " There were more than eight car-loads filled with 
dead podies." More than three hundred were killed and a far 
larger number wounded. ~ot a few of the more heavily 
wounded "were carried away and buried with the,dead." 18 
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The workers of Shanghai were shot down as" reaction::rd~s" 
who were " disrupting the rear of the revolutionary army." 
Chiang Kai-sheK. issued a manifesto19 accusing the Com
munists " of conspiring with the northern militarists to ·ruin 
the cause of the revolution."* 

Foreign forces co-operated m the reign of terror now 
instituted throughout the city. The indirect contribution of 
the French authorities was the most notable, since the head 
of the French Concession d~tective force was Pock-marked 
Hwang Ching-yung who sent all his men into action against 
the workers. In the International Settlement foreign municipal 
police, working in co-operation with detachments of the British 
and J apamse defence forces, conducted a series of raids begin
ning on the night of the I I th, several of them in Chinese terri
tory adjacent to the so-called ex:tra-concessional North 
Szechuen Road. These measures were taken "with permis
sion from the Nationalist military authorities at Lunghua."20 

On the night of April 14, British armoured cars co-operated 
with squads of Japanese marines in minor raids in the extra
concessional area during which machine-guns were several 
times brought into play.21 Everywhere rigid house-to-house 
searches were conducted and wholesale arrests made. 22 

Prisoners were handed over in batches to the military head
quarters at Lunghua. There they faced military courts set 
up under martial-law regulations issued by General Chiang 
Kai-shek. Controlled exclusively by military officers expressly 
empowered to " use their own discretion " in the event of any 
"emergency," these courts became the instrument for a system 
of official terrorism which in the coming months claimed the 
lives of literally thousands of workers, students, and others. 

This reign of terror, directed above all at the workers and 
Communists, likewise for a time crossed the bounds of bourgeois 
property which it was instituted to keep inviolate. The Chinese 
bourgeoisie had found it necessary to call in Chiang Kai-s~ek_ 

* There is nothing new in the methods of the counter-revolution. Thejacobins 
were guillotined as "royalists " and " agents of Pitt." Lenin and Trotsky were 
"agents of the Kaiser." Years later Trotsky would become the "agent of 
Hitler " and Stalin would shoot thousands of dissident workers as " Fascist spies " 
and "agents of the Mikado." In Spain workers would be shot down for 
" sabotaging the fight against Fascism," and revolutionists would be branded as 
"agents of Franco." Only in Spain Stalin's party would play the role played by 
Chiang Kai-shek's executioners and the Mamer-squads of the Green Gang who, 
in Shanghai, mowed down the" agents of Chang Tso-lin." 
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and the gangsters against the workers. Now it was forced to 
submit itself to the predatory raids of its own rescuers. Like 
the French bourgeoisie, which, in 1852, "brought the slum 
proletariat into power, the loafers and tatterdemalions headed 
by th~ chief of the Society of December the Tenth,"23 the 
Qhinese bourgeoisie in 1927 elevatc_d over itself the _scum and 
riff-raff of the cities headed by the chiefs of the Green Gang 
and Chiang Kai-shek. Like its french prototype, the Chinese 
bourgeoisie had now to pay heavily for professional services 
rendered. It " glorified the sword ; now it is to be ruled by 
the sword. . . . It subjected public meetings to police super
vision ; now its own drawing-rooms are under p~ice super
vision .... It had transported the workers without trial ; 
now the bourgeois are transported without trial ... (their) 
money-bags are rifled .... The words of the bourgeoisie 
to the revolution were unceasingly those of St. Arsenius to the 
Christians : Fuge, tace, quiesce ! The words of Bonaparte 
to the bourgeoisie are the same. . . ."24 

Likewise spake Chiang Kai-shek to the moneyed men of 
Shanghai. Only to the admonitions to flee, be silent, and 
submit, he more explicitly added : " Pay ! " 

The bourgeoisie had ralJied to _9hiang's banner solely on the 
u_nderstanding that he would free them of the Communists, 
of the workers, of strikes and insurrections. With a ruthlessness 
that should have satisfied the most exacting and worried 
capitalist he acquitted himself of his task, effecting "such a 
clean-up of Communists as no northern general would have 
dared to do even in his own territory." But here came the 
hitch. " The anti-Communist campaign should have ended 
there and the people [sic] would have been happy. But every 
form of persecution was resorted to on the pretext of hunting 
Communists. Men were kidnapped and forced to make heavy 
contributions to military funds .... No reason or justice 
was evident ... no courts of law were utilized .... Men 
possessing millions were held as Communists .... No one is 
safe, even at this moment, from the inquisition which has been 
established."25 The bourgeoisie had been kept "breathless 
with alarm by talking about the menace of Red Anarchy." 
Now to hasten payment of his bill, Chiang "gave it a taste of 
the future it had prophesied." 
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"The plight of the Chinese merchant in and about Shanghai 
is pitiable. At the mercy of General Chiang Kai-shek's dictator
ship the merchants do not know what the next day will bring, 
confiscations, compulsory loans, exile, or possible execution .... 
The military authorities have ordered the reorganization of 
the Chinese Chamber of Commerce and other institutions with 
new directors, presumably satisfactory to Chiang Kai-shek and 
Pai Chung-hsi, as they ordered the reorganization of the 
labour unions .... Outlawry against the better class of 
Chinese is rampant."26 

When the raising of the $3o,ooo,ooo loan for the new 
Nanking Government lagged, the merchants received " military 
advice to ~ubscribe, with intimations that arrests may follow 
failure to do so .... " 27 Even Yung Chung-chin, the country's 
leading industrialist, was not exempt. Chiang asked him for 
half a million dollars. When Yung tried to haggle, Chiang 
forthwith had him arrested. Yung was thrown into prison 
and reportedly bought himself out with $250,000. Others 
had to pay more.2s 

Fascist or military dictators are like ferocious bodyguards 
who sit at the table of frightened employers and help them
selves almost at will to the feast that is spread there. Chiang 
Kai-shek came forward to serve his class by asserting his 
mastery over it, remaining in the process, however, nothing 
but its hireling.29 If Chiang Kai-shek appeared to be a brigand 
garbed in the authority of State power, it was only because 
he had served his masters well. The price they had to pay was 
nothing compared to what he had saved them by smashing 
the mass movement. The bankers and merchants proved this 
when they rallied quickly to the Government Chiang· set up 
at Nanking. They thought themselves more than well repaid 
when within a few days of the Shanghai coup came news of 
similar blows struck at the workers in Ningpo, Foochow, 
Amoy, Swatow, and Canton. In these cities under almost 
identical conditions, Chiang's military subordinates applied 
the same savage measures of repression against workers equally 
as confused, disoriented, disarmed, and helpless as their 
Shanghai comrades. ao 

In the name of the " national united front " and the " bloc 
of four classes," the Communist International and the Chinese 
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Communist Party had offered sealed in hond the political 
liberty and independence of the Chinese working class. They 
had left the workers with nothin~ more than their lives to offer. 
" The Kuomintang suffers from a lack of revolutionary worker 
and peasant blood in its veins," the central organ of the Comin
tern had said on the very eve of the coup. " The Communist 
Party must infuse such blood and thereby radically change the 
situation." 31 What frightful content events had given these 
words ! The Kuomintang had dow demanded-and received
its pound of flesh. 

History was not yet done with its grisly joke. In Hankow 
Wang Ching-wei had arrived to tell how Chiang had agreed 
to hold a joint plenary session of the Kuomint:ng Central 
Executive Committee for the " peaceful " settlement of all 
disputes. News now came to Wuhan that Chiang was about to 
convene his own plenary session in Nanking with his own 
followers. On April 13-on April 13-with the blood-letting 
in Shanghai already .i» .fd~ .Guw, the delegation of the Com
munist International in Hankow sent Chiang Kai-shek the 
following telegram : 

" ... The delegation of the Third International is now in 
China, and has always been eager to visit you ; but it could 
not be done because we have been visiting separately distant 
parts of the country .... Now comes news that you have 
decided to convene several members of the Central Committee 
and the Central Control Committee at Nanking. This act 
obviously violates your agreement with Wang Ching-wei that 
all questions of conflict inside the Party would be placed 
before a plenary session of the Central Committee, which should 
be called at Wuhan and in which you would participate. Your 
convening a meeting of a few members of the Central Com
mittee at this critical moment will naturally be interpreted by 
the enemies of the revolution as a rupture in the ranks of the 
Kuomintang. At this moment when international imperialism 
unites in an insolent attack upon the Chinese Nationalist 
revolution, the unity of the revolutionary forces is a supreme 
necessity .... In view of the dangerous situation, we advise 
you to abandon the projected Nanking conference, which will 
practically split the Party. And the grave responsibility for 
breaking the Nationalist front at this critical moment will 
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rest on you. vVe advise you to stand on the agreement to place 
all contentions on inner Party questions before a plenary session 
of the Central Committee. Ifyou take this advice, we shall be 
glad to visit Nanking in order to discuss with you personally 
all outstanding questions. The Third International will lend 
all its services to help the formation of a united Nationalist 
front of all revolutionary forces.- Signed, for the delegation 
of the Third International, M. N. Roy, April 13, 1927." 32 

Chiang Kai-shek is talking.to the workers of Shanghai in 
the language of machine-guns, but the delegates of the Com
munist International, Roy, Earl Browder, Jacques Doriot, 
Tom Mann, Borodiu, and the rest, can still come scraping before 
him, begg:ing for the .. unity of the revolutionary forces." 
Perhaps the wires are clogged between Shanghai and Hankow. 
They are still " propitiating " the haughty general. His acts, 
they plead, "wil1 practically split the Party." Was the calling 
of a conference at Nanking all the more Chiang had to do to 
convince the gentlemen of the Comintern that a split in the 
Party was exactly what he wanted and was driving for ? Surely 
he was not loath to oblige ! With the workers of Shanghai 
crushed and bleeding, the " grave responsibility " would 
rest lightly indeed upon his shoulders. Shanghai streets are 
running red with workers' blood, workers' bodies are still 
warm, still unburied, but if, if Chiang would only accept the 
" advice " of Stalin, Roy & Co., the Comintern would con
tinue to " lend all its services " to the Nationalist united front. 
But if not ? If Chiang turns them down ? Why, the enemies of 
the revolution will understand that a rupture has occurred in 
the ranks of the Kuomintang ! Damned clever these enemies 
of the revolution. This crawling plea to the executioner, who 
probably did not even stop in the work of slaughter to laugh at 
it, summed up the whole viciously anti-working class policy 
dictated by the Comintern to the Chinese Communist Party. 

In Moscow, the delegates of the various parties in the 
International, to say nothing of the national sections them
selves, had been kept completely in the dark concerning the 
developments in China. News of the Shanghai events came like 
some incredible, shattering catastrophe for which there was no 
warning. Information circulated in the Soviet capital by 
rumours alone. A whole day passed before any official state-
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ment was made. There is no record available of what went on 
behind lh~ Kn:mlin walls durinf{ those hours. " .\{kr per
sistently denying reports of serious discord between Chiang 
Kai-shek and the extremists of the Kuomintang," a bourgeois 
correspondent was at last able to wire, " the Soviet authorities 
at ~loscow this evening announced it was unfortunately true, 
and deplored the fact that fighting occurred at Shanghai 
between detachments of the N.ationalist army and 'armed 
labour fraternities' and that the Nationalist army is busy 
disarming labour fraternities in other southern towns." 33 

Throughout the ranks of the Comintern the surprise was 
complete, and consternation unbounded. It took ~ys for an 
appreciation of the realities to sink in. Articles written by 
Comintern specialists right up to the very day of the coup 
d'etat firmly denying any and all possibility of a coup were still 
published in the central organs of the Comintern for days after 
it occurred. On April 16, for example, La Correspondance Inter
nationale featured an article by Ernst Thaelmann, the German 
Communist master-mind, who in a few years would hand his 
Party helpless over to the Nazi executioners, which declared 
that " the bourgeois Right wing in the Kuomintang and its 
leadership had been defeated "-in rg26 ! Chiang Kai-shek, 
he boasted, " must submit ... to the supreme military council, 
whose majority is composed of Communists and members of 
the Kuomintang." The leadership, Left-wingers and Com
munists together, " are struggling in common accord . . . for 
the democratic dictatorship of all the popular classes ! " He 
ended deriding the " illusions " of the imperialists concerning 
Chiang Kai-shek's defection. 34 

On April 20- a full eight days after the coup-La Correspon
dance Internationale issued an article by Victor Stern of Prague 
which proudly announced that " the hopes of a split ... and 
a compromise of the Right wing with the militarists ... are 
lies and have no chance ofsucceeding." 35 On the same date it 
reported in a "special number"-" The Treason of Chiang 
Kai-shek " ! 36 Complete failure and complete success for the 
traitors-all on the same day! On April 23 the same organ 
unblinkingly declared : " The treason of Chiang Kai-shek was 
nut unexpected."37 

Then came the first of a stream of documents and theses 
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"justifying " the policies pursued and their results. The tone 
was set by Stalin himself on April 2 r when he solemnly 
announced that " events have fully and entirely proved the 
correctness" of the Comintern "line."38 

From Peking the well-informed Walter Duranty wired his 
conviction that " the Moscow leaders will do their utmost 
to restore Kuomintang unity, even at the sacrifice of the more 
extreme Chinese Communists." 39 He was right. Stalin_ had 
not yet finished making sacri'fices on the altar of unity with 
the Chinese bourgeoisie. Events might prove Trotsky right, 
but the struggle against " Trotskyism" had to go on. In 
Shanghai, the Central Committee, in Malraux's words, " know
ing that tBe Trotskyist theses were attacking the union with 
the Kuomintang, was terrified by any attitude which might, 
rightly or wrongly, seem to be linked to that of the Russian 
Opposition." So it obediently led the workers to the slaughter. 
The iron vice of the class struggle was more compelling than 
papal bulls from Moscow. The workers died for " unity," 
but the only unity achieved was the unity of the oppressors 
against all the oppressed. The tawdry, torn cloak of the 
" bloc of four classes " was ripped away. There was only the 
crucified body of the Shanghai working class. Under the corpse 
the militarists and the bankers gambled and bargained for the 
spoils. 
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CHAPTER XI 

WUHAN: " THE REVOLUTIONARY CENTRE" 
• 

Chiang Kai-shek's Shanghai coup d'etat dealt a staggering 
blow to the revolution, but it need not have been mortal. 

Immense reserves still existed in Hunan and Hupeh where the 
revolutionary tide was just sweeping in, where the peasants 
were rising to seize the land and the workers in organization 
and power were already capable of becoming the leaders of 
the agrarian revolt and the guardians of its conquests. There 
was still time to mobilize and weld these forces for a new 
offensive, to crush the reaction which ruled in the east with 
Shanghai as its centre. Although the organizations of the 
workers and peasants had been crushed and the ranks of the 
vanguard decimated in the areas under Chiang's control, 
nevertheless, on the morrow of April 12 the reaction was by 
no means firmly in the saddle. 

Chiang Kai-shek had struck his blow for the imperialists 
and the Chinese bourgeoisie, but their full confidence was not 
yet his. He had slashed the arteries of the national revolu
tionary movement, but for the sake of maintaining his own 
position he could not entirely divest himself of its protective 
covering. He had still to claim for himself and for the Kuomin
tang the leadership of the " anti-imperialist" struggle. He 
had still to denounce the " unequal treaties " and demand, at 
least in form, their abrogation. Imperialist interests concen
trated at Shanghai, content for the moment that Chiang had 
removed the immediate threat of the mass movement, sat back 
to wait for further proofs of his right to their benevolent 
guardianship. 

"We would not for a moment underrate what General 
Chiang has done," wrote the North China Daily News. "With 
conditions as they were in this district a fortnight ago the only 
thing to do was to act ruthlessly and to shoot down the Com-

Q 215 



THE TRAGEDr OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

munists without mercy. And, situated as General Chiang then 
was, it needed a good deal of moral courage to take this step 
and to act with the determination that he evinced. Further
more, we fully recognize the truth of the old saying that 
'Rome was not built in a day.' At the same time, much more 
must be done both by General Chiang Kai-shek and the 
Kuomintang before their assurances can be accepted at face 
value.''1 

From the Kiangsu-Chekiang bourgeoisie, Chiang extracted 
a heavy price for his efforts in their behalf, in extortion, terror,· 
and taxation. Next to his impositions, the burdens of the old 
militarists must have seemed a dim and relatively pleasant 
memory. ft was by no means a love feast between Chiang and 
his bourgeois mentors. He had to lash them savagely to him 
and they, without other alternative but destruction, had to 
suffer themselves to be lashed. For his plight was desperate. 
His military position was precarious. Under the counter
attack of the Fcngtien army Hsuchow fell and the Northerners 
mockingly dropped shells in his very capital at Nanking from 
their entrenchments across the river at Pukow. His army was 
in a state of disunity and demoralization. 2 Chiang, too, had 
to pay a price for turning on the mass movement. Without the 
masses who made it real, the legend ofNationalist invincibility 
waned. Victory came far less easily and the chances of defeat 
in the field instead loomed large before him. 

A counter-offensive of the mass movement would obviously 
have heightened these chances. Isolated at the mouth of the 
Yangtze, Chiang could have been engulfed in a venging 
wave sweeping down the river from the aroused provinces. 
But this was impossible without a thorough-going reorientation 
of the Chinese Communist leadership and a drastic revision of 
the Comintern's policies. It was necessary to understand that 
the Shanghai disaster stemmed directly from the policy of 
the " bloc of four classes," from the subordination of the 
workers and peasants within the stifling framework of 
the Kuomintang. Step by step, northward from Canton, the 
execution of these policies had led to catastrophe. Without an 
understanding of this fact, without an analysis and evaluation 
of the reasons for the disastrous climax at Shanghai, the 
resolute turn in word and deed which alone could have cleared 
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the path to a revolutionary triumph was unthinkable. l:nfortu
nately for the Chinese revolution, it was even less thinkable 
that such a turn could be made by the Comintern under the 
leadership of Joseph Stalin. 

In ~1oscow, on April 2 r, Pravda published Stalin's theses on 
" The Questions of the Chinese Revolution," in which he 
announced that the march of events culminating in the 
Shanghai tragedy " proved that the line laid down was the 
correct line." • 

" This was the line," he wrote, " of the close co-operation of 
the Left-wingers and the Communists within the Kuomintang, 
of the consolidation of the unity of the Kuomintapg . . . of 
making use of the Right, of their connections and their experi
ences so far as they submitted to the discipline of the Kuomin
tang .... The events which followed have fully and entirely 
proved the correctness of this line." 3 

"We know very well how the bourgeoisie submitted to 
' discipline,' " replied Trotsky in a counter-thesis which he 
tried vainly to get published, " and how the proletariat utilized 
the Rights, that is the big and middle bourgeoisie, their 
'connections' (with the imperialists) and their ' experience' 
(in strangling and shooting the workers). The story of this 
' utilization ' is written in the book of the Chinese revolution 
with letters of blood. But this does not prevent the theses 
from saying : 'The subsequent events fully confirmed the 
correctness of this line.' Further than this no one can go ! " 4 

The events, said Trotsky, had in reality fully revealed the 
ruinous nature of the official policy. That the class struggle 
could not be "exorcised by the idea of the national united 
front is far too eloquently proved by the bloody April events," 
he wrote, " a direct consequence of the policy of the bloc of 
four classes." To refuse to understand this was " to prepare a 
repetition of the April tragedy at a new stage of the Chinese 
revolution." 

Only a new course, he urged, guaranteeing the organiza
tional and political independence of the Chinese Communist 
PartY. and the formation of Soviets as organs of dual power to 
lead and protect the agrarian revolution in the provinces 
offered any security against new and still greater disasters. 
The formation of Soviets meant the creation in town and 
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country-side of authentic organs of the mass movement itself. 
Workers, peasants, and soldiers would democratically elect 
their own delegates, unite them in common assemblies sitting 
side by side with the organs of the regular Government to 
guarantee the prosecution of the struggle for the land, the 
struggle against the militarists and the imperialists. This 
soldered unity at the base would provide a constant check and a 
constant threat to the petty bourgeois radicals who occupied 
the seats of power in Wuhal'l. It would render the masses 
independent of vacillation and compromises at the top. It 
would create, in a word, the dual power as a transition to a 
further stage in the revolution. 

According to Stalin, however, complete reliance was still 
to be placed in the Kuomintang, in its " Left " section, in the 
Wuhan Government which he declared had now become the 
centre of the revolution and on which the workers and peasants 
were to rely to carry on the fight against militarism and 
imperialism and to stand sponsor for the agrarian revolt. 

"Chiang Kai-shek's coup," he wrote," means that from now 
on there will be in South China two camps, two Governments, 
two armies, two centres, the centre of the revolution in Wuhan 
and the centre of the counter-revolution in Nanking .... 

" This means that the revolutionary Kuomintang in Wuhan, 
by a determined fight against militarism and imperialism, will in 
fact be converted into an organ of the revolutionary democratic 
dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry .•.. (We 
must adopt) ... the policy of concentrating the whole power 
in the country in the hands of the revolutionary Kuomintang. 
. . . It further follows that the policy of close co-operation 
between the Lefts and the Communists within the Kuomintang 
acquires special force and special significance ... and that 
without such co-operation the victory of the revolution is 
impossible." 

The slogan of Soviets, therefore, was inadmissible, because 
it would mean " issuing the slogan of a fight against the 
existing power in this territory ... of the fight against the 
power of the revolutionary Kuomintang, for in this territory 
there is at present no power other than the power of the 
revolutionary Kuomintang. This means confusing the task 
of creating and consolidating mass organizations of the workers 
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and peasants in the form of strike committees, peasants' 
leagues and peasant committees, trade councils, factory com
mittees, etc., upon which the rf'volutionary Kuomintang is 
already based, with the task of setting up a Soviet system as a 
new type of power in place of the revolutionary Kuomintang." 

" These words fairly reek with the apparatus-like, bureau
cratic conception of revolutionary authority," replied Trotsky. 
" The Government is not re~arded as the expression and 
consolidation of the developing struggle of the classes, but as 
the self-sufficient expression of the will of the Kuomintang. 
The classes come and go, but the continuity of the Kuomintang 
goes on for ever. But it is not enough to call Wuhan.the revolu
tionary centre for it really to be that. The provincial Kuomin
tang of Chiang Kai-shek has an old, reactionary, mercenary 
bureaucracy at its disposal. What has the Left Kuomintang ? 
For the time being nothing, or almost nothing. The slogan of 
Soviets is a call for the creation of real organs of the new State 
power right through the transitional regime of a dual 
government." 

For Stalin, in the coming period, "the main source of the 
power of the revolutionary Kuomintang is the further develop
ment of the revolutionary movement of the workers and 
peasants and the strengthening of their mass organizations, 
the revolutionary peasant committees, the workers' trade 
unions, and the other revolutionary mass organizations as the 
elements which are to form the Soviets in the future." 

" What should be the course of these organizations ? " 
asked Trotsky. "We do not find a single word on this in 
the thesis. The phrase that these are ' preparatory ' elements 
for the Soviets of the future is only a phrase and nothing more. 
What will these organizations do now ? They will have to 
conduct strikes, boycotts, break the backbone of the bureau
cratic apparatus, annihilate the counter-revolutionary military 
bands, drive out the large landowners, disarm the detachments 
of the usurers and the rich peasants, arm the workers and 
peasants, in a word, solve all the problems of the democratic 
and agrarian revolution . . . and in this way raise them
selves to the position of local organs of power. But then 
they will be Soviets, only a kind that are badly suited to their 
tasks. • . . During all the preceding mass movements, the 

2I9 



THE TRAGEDr OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

trade unions were compelled to fulfil functions closely approach
ing the functions of Soviets (Hong Kong, Shanghai, and else
where). But these were precisely the functions for which the 
trade unions were entirely insufficient. They do not at all 
embrace the petty bourgeois masses in the city that incline 
toward the proletariat. But such tasks as the carrying through 
of strikes with the least possible losses to the poorer population 
of the city, the distribution of provisions, participation in tax 
policy, participation in the fo~mation of armed forces, to say 
nothing of carrying through the agrarian revolution in the 
provinces, can be accomplished with the necessary sweep only 
when the girecting organization embraces not only all sections 
of the proletariat, but connects them intimately in the coprse 
of its activities with the poor population in the city and country. 

"One would at least think that the military coup d'etat of 
Chiang Kai-shek had finally hammered into the mind of every 
revolutionist the fact that trade unions separated from the army 
are one thing and united workers' and soldiers' Soviets on the 
other hand are quite another thing. Revolutionary trade 
unions and peasant committees can arouse the hatred of the 
enemy no less than Soviets. But they are far less capable than 
Soviets of warding off its blows. 

" If we are to speak seriously of the alliance of the proletariat 
with the oppressed masses in the city and country-not of an 
' alliance ' between the leaders, a semi-adulterated alliance 
through dubious representatives-then such an alliance can 
have no other organizational form than that of Soviets. This 
can be denied only by those who rely more upon compromising 
leaders than upon the revolutionary masses below." 

While he rejected the slogan of Soviets, Stalin declared that 
the "most important counter-measure (antidote) against the 
counter-revolution is the arming of the workers and peasants." 

"The arming of the workers and peasants is an excellent 
thing," answered Trotsky," "but one must be logical. In 
Southern China there are already armed peasants ; they are the 
so-called National armies. Yet, far from being an ' antidote 
to the counter-revolution ' they have been its tool. Why ? 
Because the political leadership, instead of embracing the 
masses of the army through soldiers' Soviets, has contented itself 
with a purely external copy of our political departments and 
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commissars, which, without an independent revolutionary 
party and without soldiers' Soviets, have been transformed into 
an empty camouflage for bourgeois militarism. 

" The theses of Stalin reject the slogan of Soviets with the 
argument that it would be ' a slogan of struggle against the 
government of the revolutionary Kuomintang.' But in that 
case what is the meaning of the words : 'The principal 
antidote to the counter-revolution is the arming of the workers 
and peasants'? Against whom will the workers and peasants 
arm themselves ? Will it not be against the governmental 
authority of the revolutionary Kuomintang ? The slogan of 
arming the workers and peasants, if it is not a phrase, a subter
fuge, a masquerade, but a call to action, is not less sharp in 
character than the slogan of workers' and peasants' Soviets. 
Is it likely that the armed masses will tolerate at their side or 
over them the governmental authority of a bureaucracy alien 
and hostile to them ? The real arming of the workers and 
peasants under present circumstances inevitably involves the 
formation of Soviets. . . . To declare that the time for 
Soviets has not yet arrived and at the same time to launch the 
slogan for arming the workers and peasants is to sow confusion. 
Only the Soviets, at a further devdopment of the revolution, 
can become the organs capable of really conducting the arming 
of the workers and of directing these armed masses. . . . 

" . . . It is said : The Hankow Government is nevertheless 
a fact. Feng Yu-hsiang is a fact. Tang Sheng-chih is a fact, 
and they have armed forces at their disposal; neither the 
Wuhan Government nor Feng Yu-hsiang nor Tang Sheng
chih wants Soviets. To create Soviets would mean to break 
with these allies. Although this argument is not openly 
formulated in the theses, it is nevertheless decisive for many 
comrades. We have already heard from Stalin on the Hankow 
Government, the ' revolutionary centre,' the ' only govern
mental authority.' At the same time an advertising campaign 
is launched for Feng Yu-hsiang in our Party meetings, 'a 
former worker,' ' a faithful revolutionist,' ' a reliable man,' etc. 
All this is a repetition of the past mistakes under circumstances 
in which these mistakes can become even more disastrous. 
The Hankow Government and the army command can be 
against Soviets only because they will have nothing to do 
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with a radical agrarian programme, with a real break with the 
large landowners and the bourgeoisie, because they secretly 
cherish the thought of a compromise with the Right. But then it 
becomes all the more important to form Soviets. This is the 
only way to push the revolutionary elements ofHankow to the 
Left and force the counter-revolutionists to retire." 

Stalin's theses, therefore, rejected the perspective of the 
independent initiative of the Chinese masses through the 
Soviets in favour of a bloc which continued to subordinate 
the masses to the bourgeoisie through the medium of the petty 
bourgeois radicals of the Left Kuomintang. This was the line 
which governed the subsequent course of the Chinese Com
munist Party. Trotsky's position, the demand for the uncon
ditional independence of the Chinese Communist Party, the 
demand for Soviets, the demand " to set the connection with 
the petty bourgeois masses higher than a connection with their 
party leaders, to rely upon ourselves, upon our ow•1 organiza
tions, arms, and power" were mechanically excluded by the 
simple expedient of refusing them publication. The Chinese 
Communists were never given an opportunity to compare 
notes between the views of the Opposition and their own 
experience. They vagueiy heard of "Trotskyism," a per
nicious doctrine which required not arguments but epithets to 
refute it. The Russian workers and all sections of the Gamin
tern received only the most bowdlerized versions of the 
Opposition's stand. Meanwhile, the broadest possible publicity 
was given to a series of articles expounding the official " line " 
laid down by Stalin. 5 

These articles all reproduced the remarkable argument 
that the slaughter of the Chinese workers at Shanghai was 
entirely in accord with the prognoses of the Comintern concern
ing the " inevitable " defection of the bourgeoisie from the 
national united front and that it could not have been prevented. 
With one voice they defended those very actions of the Chinese 
Communist Party which were later to be made the subject of 
such bitter attack. 

Stalin's April theses said that the events that occurred in 
China in the spring of I~)27 "fully and entirely proved the 
correctness " of the policies pursued by the Comintern. In 
the same document Stalin defended the failure of the Chinese 
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Communists to resist Chiang Kai-shek at Shanghai, answering 
the charges of Trotsky and the Opposition that the debacle 
there was due directly to policies imposed upon the Chinese 
Communists by the Comintern. 

" The Opposition is dissatisfied because the workers of 
Shanghai have not undertaken a decisive fight against the 
imperialists and their lackeys. They do not understand, 
however, that the revolution in China cannot develop at such 
a rapid tempo. . . . They do n•ot understand that one cannot 
undertake a decisive struggle under unfavourable conditions 
. . . that not to avoid a decisive fight under unfavourable 
conditions (when it is possible to avoid it) means rendering 
easier the work of the enemies of the revolution." 6 

"It is not true that nothing was done," wrote another 
defender of the Comintern's strategy. " ... The Communist 
Party undertook a broad campaign to denounce Chiang Kai
shek . . . and tried to develop the movement for the arming 
of the masses .... It is possible to discuss whether these 
measures were adequate, but it is certain that the slogan of 
an uprising of the workers of Shanghai and Nanking against 
Chiang Kai-shek would have been a thoughtless step, a beau 
geste, and nothing more. Only ultra-Left loud-mouths could 
have urged an uprising at Shanghai at a moment when there 
were tens of foreign warships and tens of thousands of soldiers 
in the army of occupation. Exactly the opposite had to be done. 
It was necessary not to permit oneself to be provoked and to 
await the propitious moment for action. The coup d'etat 
of Chiang Kai-shek, carried out under the pressure and under 
the protection of armed foreign imperialism, could not have been 
prevented." 7 

In a chapter hastily added to a report made to the Moscow 
party organization in April, Bukharin defended the p~licy of 
" hiding arms and not accepting (?) battle " and declared 
further that the " authority of the Communist Party will 
necessarily increase, since long before the armed coup, the 
Communist Party had conducted a vigorous campaign against 
the bourgeois ' dictator.' " 8 A little later, even after Bukharin 
had begun to assail the Chinese Communists for carrying out 
the policies he himself had dictated, he still added : " It is 
necessary to affirm that even had they done all that could have 
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been done, we could not, in the present period, have triumphed 
over Chiang Kai-shek in direct conflict. ... The imperialists 
could have shattered in blood the workers of Shanghai in a 
single day's armed conflict." 9 

One lengthy article was devoted p.llecisely to proving that 
the Communist Party of China had unflinchingly followed 
the directives of the Comintern, and, after citing the progress 
of the mass movement, it added : "All this proves that the 
young Communist Party of thina has in recent times kept 
aloof from any vacillations and hesitations and has grasped the 
fact that the tactics of stimulating the mass movement are the 
only right tactics for the vanguard of the Chinese proletariat."10 

They all made it perfectly plain that the Communists 
would at all costs continue to cling to the Kuomintang ("It 
would be a great mistake to hand over the Kuomintang banner 
to the clique of Chiang Kai-shek," cried Bukharin11), and would 
concentrate, primarily and above all, on bringing the masses 
of workers and peasants into the Kuomintang in support of 

•the Government at Wuhan which " is fighting not only the 
imperialists and the Chinese militarists, but the remnants of 
the feudal system ... to democratize the country, to install 
the rule of the toiling masses. . . . It has put the agrarian 
revolution on the order of the day."12 All confidence, all 
support to the " revolutionary government of Wuhan," to the 
"Left Kuomintang," which had become nothing more nor 
less than the " Communist Kuomintang."13 

These policies and this estimate of the situation, wrote 
Trotsky, meant "to bring one's head voluntarily to the 
slaughter. The bloody lesson of Shanghai passed without 
leaving a trace. The Communists, as before, were being 
transformed into cattle herders for the p;;trty of the bourgeois 
executioners. . . . " 14 

Events with remarkable swiftness soon proved who was 
right. Even before the Eighth Plenum of the Executive Com
mittee of the Communist International convened a few weeks 
later to place the rubber stamp of its approval on Stalin's 
theses, the generals of the " revolutionary Kuomintang " had 
begun the slaughter of workers and peasants as helpless as the 
militants mowed down in Shanghai by Chiang Kai-shek. 
The Wuhan Government, nominated by Stalin to sponsor the 
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agrarian revolution, had already endorsed its bloody suppres
sion. To see how this happened, return to Shanghai and 
thac join the exodus of Communists and others llt:eing up the 
Yangtze to escape Chiang's headsmen and with them arrive 
at the confluence of the Han and Yangtze rivers where the 
three great cities of Central China, Wuchang, Hankow, and 
Hanyang, known collectively as Wuhan, hug the muddy banks. 
Here was Stalin's " revolutionllry centre," the capital of the 
" Left Kuomintang," without whose co-operation the victory 
of the revolution, according to Stalin, was impossible. 

Who were these paragons of revolt without whom all was 
lost ? Who were these revolutionary stalwarts who required 
no workers', peasants', and soldiers' Soviets to hold the whip 
of the masses over their heads ? First there was Wang Ching~ 
wei, the most "reliable" ally of all. Wang, 'whom we have 
seen bend and fold under Chiang Kai-shek's pressure in Canton 
and Shanghai, epitomized the petty bourgeois politician, 
flaccid and fearful, indecisive in all things except his readiness 
to blench and retreat before his big bourgeois betters. There 
was George Rsu-chien, one-time Confucian scholar and 
Christian, who could deliver perorations so scorching as to 
singe even his Communist colleagues. To-day his shouts for 
imperialist blood were louder than any. To-morrow, trembling 
and frightened, he would be the first to seek refuge in flight. 
There was Ku Meng-yu, who as early as May, I 926, had 
characterized the peasant up-surge as" a movement of vandals, 
scoundrels, and idle peasants." And Ku was editor of the 
central organ of the "revolutionary" Kuomintang ! There 
was Sun Fo, son of the dead Leader, who changed his views 
and allegiances so often that even his own colleagues, them~ 
selves scarcely distinguished by qualities of steadfastness, 
contemptuously called him " Sun Wu-kung " after the 
mythical Chinese monkey who covered ten thousand miles in 
a single leap. 

Best known to the foreigners was the brilliant Eugene 
Chen, artisan of the well-turned phrase, master of diplomatic 
invective but of nothing else, barred by his ignorance of the 
Chinese language (he was born in Trinidad) from playing any 
role but that of spokesman to the Powers. 

Soong Ching-ling, youthful widow of Sun Yat-sen, was 
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nominally among the leaders. Arthur Ransome shrewdly 
called her " an enthusiast, happier in devotion to her late 
husband's ideals than, for example, in unravelling a com
plicat~d political situation."1 5 Of them all, Teng Yen-ta, 
successor to Liao Chung-kai as head of the political department 
of the army, was a petty bourgeois radical of the more dynamic 
type, with a courage of his convictions that lifted him a long 
notch above his fellows. 

These were the principal figures who, with their respective 
satellites, made up the Wuhan Government. These were the 
main props of the "revolutionary centre." Six months later, 
addressing the Fifteenth Congress of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union, Chitarov, relating the events at Wuhan, said: 
". . . One thing was left out of sight in connection with this
that while the bourgeoisie was retreating from the revolution ( !) 
the Wuhan Government did not even think of leaving the 
bourgeoisie. Unfortunately among the majority of our com
rades, this was not understood ; they had illusions with regard 
to the Wuhan Government. They considered the Wuhan 
Government almost an image, a prototype of the democratic 
dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry."16 

But it was on May 18 at th<; Eighth Plenum that Trotsky 
had warned : " The leaders of the Left Kuomintang of the 
type of Wang Ching-wei and Co. will inevitably betray you if 
you follow the Wuhan heads instead of forming your own 
independent Soviets. The agrarian revolution is a serious 
thing. Politicians of the Wang Ching-wei type, under difficult 
conditions, will unite ten times with Chiang Kai-shek against 
the workers and peasants."1 7 

It was to take less than three months for this prophecy to be 
fulfilled. 

By strapping the Communist Party into a bloc with these 
leaders, Stalin-Bukharin and Co. considered that they were 
realizing at Wuhan the "bloc of the workers, peasants, and 
petty bourgeoisie." In reality these petty bourgeois leaders 
were infinitely closer to the so-called national or big bourgeoisie 
than they were to the masses of workers and peasants. Like its 
prototypes elsewhere, the Chinese petty bourgeoisie is uniform 
neither in character nor in interests, but is heterogeneous and 
stratified. The economic interests of the uppermost layers, 
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the small landlords, shopkeepers, master artisans, and petty 
entrepreneurs, are closely linked to those of the big landlords, 
the big city capitalists, the banks, and, in the final analysis, with 
foreign finance capital. Any secondary contradictions pale 
before the essential agreement on the preservation of existing 
property relations. Hold a magnifying glass over your upper 
petty bourgeois and you will observe all the stigmata of his 
big bourgeois cousin. 

Your small landlord not only-rents out land, but is probably 
also the proprietor of a rice shop or pawnshop or some small 
manufacturing enterprise in town. Your shopkeeper is also 
an employer of labour, an exploiter of apprentices, who prob
ably invests his small surplus either directly in land from 
which he extracts interest in the form of rent, or in loans to 
peasants at usurious rates. Moreover, the links between the 
petty exploiters in town and country, forged of common and 
often identical economic interests, are likely to be welded by 
family and clan relationships of an exceedingly compelling 
character. As is the case with the big capitalists and landlords, 
the interests of the upper petty bourgeoisie are bound up with 
the perpetuation of feudal methods of exploitation in the 
country-side. Between these two strata there is a differenc~t 
of scale, not of kind. 

On the other hand, the lower strata, the basic masses of the 
petty bourgeoisie, are the poor of town and country, exploited 
artisans, handicraftsmen, shop employees, apprentices, middle 
and poor peasants and agricultural labourers who comprise 
the overwhelming mass of the rural population. The economic 
interests of these lower layers are in direct contradiction not 
only to those of the big bourgeoisie, but even more directly to 
those of the petty entrepreneurs, landlords, and merchants. 
This antagonism links them economically and politically to 
the industrial proletariat in the cities. 

Carrying these distinctions to the plane where they find 
political expression, one must look for the class roots of these 
Left Kuomintang leaders not among the exploited poor, but in 
the counting houses 'of the petty exploiters. That is why the 
rising demand of the apprentices for liberation from slave-like 
conditions, the demands of the shop employees for an improved 
livelihood, the demands of the workers in the factories, and, 
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above all, the demand of the poor peasants for land, appeared 
to these leaders not as legitimate aspirations to be fought for 
and espoused, but as shocking " excesses " which threatened to 
upset the whole economic apple-cart to which they were 
accustomed. But it is precisely because these petty bourgeois 
exploiters occupy a secondary, auxiliary, and often a middle
man's, position in the economic scheme of things, that they are 
dependent upon their big bourgeois brothers and must look 
to them for protection of their J:'olitical interests. They may hate 
their masters, but they cower and cringe before them, for they 
have an unholy horror of being forced into the black ranks of 
the exploited below. They know they cannot stand alone and 
they readily become the middlemen not only in the field of 
economic exploitation, but in political repression of the masses 
as well. 

Thus it was in Hankow in the spring of 1927. In Nanking 
the bourgeoisie had found its defender and its tool in Chiang 
Kai-shek. In Hankow it was likewise compelled to seek the aid 
of the militarists and found its man in Tang Sheng-chih. 
Tang was himself a big Hunan landlord, and upon him the 
Hankow Chamber of Commerce and related gentry relied for 
protection. In the relations of the Left Kuomintang leaders 
to Tang Sheng-chih and the other military leaders we will 
discover, therefore, an almost mathematically perfect expres
sion of the class relationships which have just been described. 
For a peculiarly apt figure of speech in this connection, history 
is profoundly indebted to Michael Borodin, High Adviser 
to the National Government at Wuhan. 

Anna Louise Strong asked him about the civilian and 
military power in Wuhan. She thought that " if the civil. 
power stood firm, the military would have to yield." 

"He laughed. 'Did you ever see a rabbit before an 
anaconda,' he said, ' trembling, knowing it is going to be 
devoured, yet fascinated? That's the civic power before 
the military in Wuhan, staring at the military and trembling.' " 

"So he had few illusions," comments Miss Strong, "regard
ing the courage of the Chinese intellectuals with whom he 
was working and who made up the Wuhan Government. But 
he was their chief source of steadfastness and revolutionary 
purpose to the cnd."lB 
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A fitting epitaph ! Stalin, the Comintern, and Borodin 
confined themselves in China to an attempt to inject into an 
ana:-mic and frightened rabbit the strength and ability to defeat 
the anaconda. Instead of responding to the treatment, the 
rabbit rolled its pink eyes and died, and the anaconda 
devoured him. But Borodin and the Comintern stood by 
the rabbit, pumping into it " steadfastness and revolutionary 
purpose to the end "~to the very end! Not all the pages that 
must follow could more aptly describe the role and fate of the 
Left Kuomintang and its Moscow mentors. For it was nothing 
less than the co-operation with this rabbit that Stalin declared 
to be indispensable to the victory of the revolution. Somewhat 
better acquainted with rabbits, Borodin already knew that the 
anaconda would in the end have his meal. He simply assumed 
that the revolution was impossible. " You cannot communize 
poverty," he liked to tell impressed foreign journalists. 

One day the same lady remarked in her naive way to 
Borodin and Chen Tu-hsiu that since she had come to Russia 
too late for the revolution there, she had come to China earlier 
"in order to be on time." "Borodin turned to Chen with a 
smile and said : ' Miss Strong is unfortunate in her dates. She 
came too late to Russia and now she has come very much too 
early for China.' A look of grim understanding passed 
between them which at the time I did not quite understand.* 
For in common with the rest of the world and with all except 
the Kuomintang inner committees, I still thought of Wuhan 
as revolutionary, not knowing how far the swing toward the 
Right had carried it."19 

The " rest of the world "-and Stalin as well as Miss Strong 
-thought Wuhan was revolutionary. Only the Kuomintang 

* Chen Tu-hsiu's idea of the Communist Party's perspectives was illustrated 
by the story of an interview between him and the arch-reactionary " elder states
man," Wu Chih-hui, as related by the latter : " I said to Mr. Chen : ' Sun Wen 
(Sun Yat-sen) once said that it would take thirty years for the revolutionary party 
to make a complete conquest of China .... And you, how long do you think 
it would require for the Communists to conquer China? ' Without a moment's 
hesitation ... Mr. Chen replied : 'In twenty years Leninist Communism will 
be the absolute master of all China.' 'Then,' said I, 'our revolutionary party 
has only nineteen years to live?' He laughed without answering .... " 
(Tr. by Wieger, Chine Moderne, pp. 138-g.) 

This conversation took place on March 6, 1927. Wu could not support the 
notion of a mere nineteen-year breathing space, and he pressed Chiang Kai-shek 
to hasten his preparations to limash the Communists once and fur all to ward off 
the evil day wdl in advance. 
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"inner committees," shying with fear from the mass move
ment-and Trotsky in Moscow knew otherwise, the one 
through self-appreciation, the other by virtue of a Marxist 
analysis. 

The world's head-lines, including those of the international 
Communist Press, streamed the news of " Red Hankow "
Stalin called Wuhan the" revolutionary centre "-because they 
made the not negligible error of identifying the mass movement 
with the Wuhan Government ;• because the Wuhan leaders still 
found it useful and necessary to smear themselves in the protec
tive grease of revolutionary and radical phrases. That the 
imperialist Press, especially the British, which saw red on the 
least prov.ocation, raved hysterically about Wuhan " Bol
sheviks " was natural. That Communists who claimed to 
speak in the name of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and the October 
revolution followed suit was monstrous. According to Stalin, 
Chiang Kai-shek's coup had cleared the field for the " revolu
tionary centre" at Wuhan, and the "revolutionary Kuomin
tang " would now proceed to carry out the agrarian revolution, 
expel the imperialists, abolish feudalism, destroy the militarists, 
and thus~ensure the " non-capitalist road of development " for 
the Chinese revolution. To this end the Communists, and 
behind them the masses, were ordered to submit to the control 
and the discipline of the Kuomintang and the Wuhan 
Government. 

" The strength of the revolutionary government and the 
Kuomintang," wrote Jacques Doriot, " resides essentially in 
the support of the working masses .... With its three million 
members the General Labour Federation ... unreservedly 
supports the National Government. The Peasant Unions, 
with their I5,ooo,ooo adherents ... also support it .... 
All these forces are grouping themselves around the Kuomin
tang banner to realize . . . the liberation of China from 
imperialist tutelage, liquidation of the forces of reaction, 
feudalism, and militarism, and Socialism ... the develop
ment of its economy on other paths than those of capitalism." 20 

What Stalin, Browder, Doriot, and the other gentlemen from 
Moscow overlooked was that the rallying of the masses to · 
the Wuhan Government was one thing. The rallying of the 
Wuhan Government to the masses was quite another. " The 
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the formation of workers', peasants', and soldiers' Soviets 
capable ofleading the struggle and of snatching the power from 
the weak hands of Wang Ching-wei and Co. before Chiang 
Kai-shek did, capable of crushing the counter-revolution by 
winning over the decisive sections of the soldiery and of 
disintegrating and destroying the power of the generals. 

Struggle had to be waged against the bourgeois Kuomintang 
because it was unalterably opposed to the agrarian revolution 
-and the agrarian revolution is the heart and soul of China's 
future~- Refusal to wage this struggle-and it could have been 
·waged only with the weapon of Soviets-meant the abandon
ment and betrayal of the peasants, in a word, the strangling of 
the revolution it~elf. But Stalin opposed the course of irre
concilable struggle against the Kuomintang, for he saw in it 
not the party of the bourgeoisie, but a peculiar kind of 
" revolutionary parliament " in which hostile classes would 
learn, under Stalin's tutelage, how to imagine a community of 
interests where in reality none existed. For Stalin Wuhan was 
" revolutionary " and its " revolutionary government " would 
lead and extend the agrarian revolution. Wuhan would over
throw Chiang Kai-shek. Wuhan would in the shortest time 
become nothing less than the " democratic dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry "-a phenomenon never seen or 
known in all history. 28 Wuhan would do all these, promised 
Stalin, if the Communist Party and the mass organizations 
supported it with all their might and did not, themselves, 
prematurely take the road of Soviets, the road to power. 
Thus it was spoken, and thus it had to be. The fate of the 
Chinese Revolution was laid in the lap of the Left Kuomintang. 
What came of it there is too soon told. 
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THE "REVOLUTIONARY CENTRE" AT WORK 
• 

T he Communist International declared that Chiang Kai
shek's Shanghai coup d'etat was entirely in accord with 

its own predictions. It went further. It declared that the 
slaughter of the Shanghai workers " could not have been 
prevented." 

In Wuhan the Left Kuomintang could not quite approximate 
this blandness. "A long time ago we knew of this intrigue," 
said the Kuomintang Executive Committee in a manifesto 
anathematizing Chiang, " and now we regret that we failed to 
act until it is too late. For this we offer sincere apology."1 

"It is to be regretted that the wrong choice of a military 
commander has led to such difficulties," it also said. " The 
comrades of the Party, prompted by the spirit ofleniency, have 
again and again, for the sake of saving the Party, overlooked, 
though reluctantly, many irregularities." 2 

The fact of the matter was that the Comintern, too, had 
watched Chiang's progress, paralysed, helpless, and silent, 
hoping against hope that he would not take it by the throat. 
But now, con~rary to their best advice, he had done so. Now, 
and now only, the representatives of the Comintern publicly 
described the terror launched by Chiang from the very begin
ning of the Northern Expedition. They listed now as facts 
the charges against which the Communist Press all over the 
world had hotly defended Chiang as a victim of imperialist 
slander. Earl Browder, who only three weeks ago had 
enthusiastically described the idyllic relations between the 
army and the masses in Kiangsi, now gave names, dates, and 
places in describing the ruthless terror waged by Chiang 
Kai-shek throughout the province, beginning as early as 
February. 3 

" Chiang Kai-shek's counter-revolutionary activities have 
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culminated in the establishment of a rival ' nationalist govern
ment' at Nanking," declared the Hankow delegation of the 
Communist International. "This act of his is more unpardon
able than his previous numerous acts of violation, namely, the 
coup d'etat of March ~o, attacks upon the revolutionary wing 
of the Kuomintang, suppression of the workers' and peasants' 
movement in Kiangsi and Chekiang, and finally the murder 
of Shanghai workers. We watched all these violent actions of 
Chiang Kai-shek and his agents•with great anxiety, but hoped 
that he would hesitate to turn a barefaced traitor to the national
ist movement. At this critical period of the nationalist revolu
tion preservation of the united front is so imperative that all 
crimes of those who fight against imperialism can be tem
porarily overlooked. But ... Chiang Kai-shek's crimes did 
not stop at the massacre of Kiangsi and Shanghai workers. 
They culminated in a revolt against the People's party and 
the People's government." 4 

Like the leaders of the Left Kuomintang, the Comintern 
delegates were quite prepared to "overlook" negligible back
slidings like the repression of the mass movement and the 
ruthless slaughter of workers and peasants. Had Chiang been 
willing to preserve the external appearances of " unity," he 
would have been accorded every support, every concession he 
demanded. This the Comintern delegation had already made 
plain in their telegram of April 13, to which we have already 
referred, and which they now once more cited as proof of their 
readiness to conciliate. News of Chiang's call for a rump 
conference at Nanking reached Hankow, apparently, on the 
eve of the delegation's scheduled departure for a visit to the 
Generalissimo. 

"We immediately telegraphed him to call off the meeting 
and stand by the agreements he had made in Shanghai with 
Comrade Wang Ching-wei, to bring all the disputed questions 
before a plenary session of the Central (Executive) Committee, 
in which he should participate. In the same telegram we 
informed him that should he take our advice we would visit 
him in order to discuss ways and means of preserving the unity 
of the revolutionary forces in the face of the imperialist attack. 
He did not answer our telegram and proceeded with his plan 
to disrupt the Party."5 
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' Chiang Kai-shek, it seems, did not hesitate to ':turn a 

barefaced traitor." That was his " most unpardonable" 
crime of all, for on that hinged the entire strategy of the 
Comintern. They had simply hoped he would not do so. 
They were wrong. The " hopes " of the bourgeoisie and the 
imperialists proved to be better founded. The workers of 
Shanghai paid with their heads for this " error" in judg
ment. 

Wang Ching-wei, too, be:ionged to the Coue school of 
revolutionary politics. He now had to explain what had 
transpired in April during his meeting in Shanghai with 
Chiang Kai-shek. "I still hoped for the awakening," he 
related after April r2, "I still hoped that he would sever his 
connections with reaction. . . . I pro:mised him to propose 
to the Central Kuomintang the calling of a conference to settle 
all outstanding disputes. . . . When I arrived here, I was 
still hoping against hope for a change. I made no attack 
against Chiang in my report. ... "6 

So Wang also in Wuhan now nursed the shattered fragment 
of lost hopes. He had left Shanghai apparently convinced 
that he had persuaded Chiang to put off drastic action and 
await the " peaceful and legal" liquidation of his grievances. 
The events of April r 2 showed that Chiang had merely used 
Wang to cover the preparations for his coup, knowing that the 
time for formal niceties had come to an end. Wang, only two 
days back in Wuhan, was first confounded and then furious. 
He too wanted the mass movement checked. Only he wanted 
it done "lawfully." Now matters had been taken out of his 
hands. 

There was nothing of the irreducible antagonism between 
Wang Ching-wei (" the revolutionary centre") and Chiang 
Kai-shek ("the counter-revolutionary centre"), in which 
Joseph Stalin now so fondly believed. Wang had been ready 
enough in Shanghai to bow before Chiang's demand for a 
further ban on the Communists (i.e. the mass movement), and 
the recognition of Chiang's virtual dictatorship. But Wang 
Ching-wei visualized himself as the heir and successor of Sun 
Yat-sen, as the chief standard-bearer of the national revolu
tion. And nothing smelled sweeter in his nostrils than the 
prerogatives of office. Chiang's act in setting up a rival 
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Government at ~anking mortally affronted these pretensions. 
Wang was dismayed to discover that the bourgeoisie preferred 
Chiang's services and Chiang's methods to his own. His chief 
concern was not the desire gratuitously attributed to him by 
Stalin and the Comintern, to further the struggle of the masses 
against imperialism, feudalism, and even the bourgeoisie. 
Wang was concerned now, as Chiu Chiu-pei later admitted, 
with ascertaining the ways and means " of competing with 
Chiang for the' sympathy of.the south-eastern (Chekiang
Kiangsu) bourgeoisie." 7 Wang, the petty bourgeois radical 
leader O!l whom the Comintern now pinned its faith, hoped 
to prove to the bourgeoisie that Chiang " oppressed" them and 
that he, Wang, would save them from the mass movement and 
the impositions of the militarists. For this it was necessary to 
discredit Chiang, if he could, and it was to this end that the 
Wuhan Kuomintang issued its mandate of April I 7 anathematiz
ing Chiang and all his associates, cataloguing their crimes, 
expelling them from the Party, and depriving them of all their 
Government posts. 8 

But while it was willing to go this far, Wuhan tacitly recog
nized the essential affinity between itself and Nanking by 
refusing to reinforce its mandate with a declaration of war 
against Chiang, the only possible means of making it effective. 
Indeed, on the morrow of his coup, Chiang Kai-shek was 
especially vulnerable. His troops were demoralized and his 
military position was precarious. But when asked if they would 
smash the rebel, Wuhan leaders blandly indicated that they 
would leave that task to the workers and peasants in Chiang's 
own territory. They would soon rise against Chiang and his 
friends, promised the Kuomintang leader, Tan Y en-kai, " so 
the Nationalist Government does not consider their revolt of 
serious importance, because they are bound to fail." 9 Borodin, 
too, dutifully echoed this pious hope. He was asked by a 
Japanese correspondent if the Nanking militarists would be 
suppressed by force of arms. "This will hardly be necessary," 
he answered, " the process of disintegration has already set in 
in Nanking. Allow them a little time to run their course and 
they will be finished from within."10 So sure was Chiang of 
his seeming enemies in the Wuhan Government that he made 
no attempt, for the time being, to attack them by military 
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means. He had his own ideas about who would be "finished' 
from within." 

" All hostility and personal accounts notwithstanding and 
despite the actual break, some ties with Chiang Kai-shek 
remained intact ... " writes Fischer, giving Borodin's post
factum analysis of the relationships that existed on the morrow 
of Chiang's coup. "Much divided Hankow from Nanking. 
But something (!) drew them together."11 To regain the con
fidence of the bourgeoisie, Wuhan knew it would get nowhere 
by fighting Chiang. It had first to disembarrass itself of the 
mass movement and the Communists. Wang Ching-wei, 
Tang Sheng-chih, and Co., figured that if they could first wrest 
Honan province from the Fengtien armies, again in the words 
of Fischer-Borodin, " they could come to terms with Chiang 
Kai-shek."12 A military victory culminating in the occupation 
of Peking, that was the thing. Assuredly it would send their 
stock up and Chiang's down on the bourgeois exchanges of 
the country. If they could swing it (and the success of their 
plan depended entirely, as we shall see, on the military co
operation of Feng Yu-hsiang), they would become the undis
puted rulers of the country and Chiang would have to tail 
along behind. Such were the real calculations of the " revolu
tionary " leaders of the " revolutionary " Kuomintang. That 
they jibed perfectly with the private Napoleonic aspirations 
ofTang Sheng-chih was, moreover, no accident. The Hunan 
general, now daily protesting his revolutionary loyalty, 
dreamed of the day when he too would have completely in 
his hands a movement powerful enough to betray in his own 
interests. , So simultaneously with the expulsion of Chiang 
Kai-shek, the Wuhan Government issued orders for the advance 
into Honan and troops were immediately set in motion. But 
Peking could not be taken in a day, and in the interim the 
Wuhan leaders had to face the multifold difficulties created for 
them by Chiang's coup and, what was more difficult still, they 
had to cope with the mass movement. 

The Shanghai events had enormously emboldened the 
reactionary forces throughout the country. They had occurred 
at the time when the mass movement was reaching its highest 
point in the central provinces. In Hunan and Hupeh the 
peasants, in their own plebeian way, were beginning to translate 
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words into action. They were beginning to strike out for 
themselves. The Wuhan leaders tried to stand between the 
forces which were coming face to face with each other for 
the final reckoning. While the issue was being decided in the 
fields and towns, the petty bourgeois radicals of Wuhan con
tinued to feed upon the delusion that with their committees, 
their pompous decrees and pronouncements, they were settling 
the fate of the nation. Actually the gap between the professions 
and the practices of these flabb•y politicians was being rapidly 
closed by events over which they exercised no control. The 
Wang Ching-weis were not Chiang Kai-sheks. Between these 
closing clamps they would not strike out boldly, but would 
squirm and wriggle, check and demoralize, vacillate and 
temporize-until more aggressive class agents than they seized 
the reins from their hands. 

Even as they declaimed their defiance of the Right, the heat 
of the class struggle scorched the filmy wings of their" Leftism." 
Before long, they would fly and flit no more. But to the last 
flutter they would try to prove that they, too, could show 
pertinacity in one thing, the protection of bourgeois property. 
Wuhan would try to show the imperialists, the factory owners 
and shopkeepers, the landlords and the gentry, that not Chiang 
alone spoke in their name. 

The Shanghai events had put an entirely different com
plexion on things as far as the imperialist Powers were con
cerned. They understood clearly that the balance of forces 
had shifted in their favour. Until now they had been giving 
way, step by step, before the advance of a mass movement they 
knew they could not smash themselves. They probed gingerly 
for the point at which they could come to terms with the 
Chinese bourgeoisie. The bombardment ofNanking hastened 
the bargain. On April 12 it was sealed. Now their tone 
stiffened. The flow of foreign armed forces to strategic ports 
increased. On April 21, the 9,750-ton cruiser "Vindictive," 
largest British warship in Chinese waters, joined a line of 
thirty-five foreign warships stretching for a mile and a half 
along the Hankow Bund. Within a week additional vessels 
arriving from Shanghai increased the total to forty-two, 
drawn from the navies of Britain, Japan, the United States, 
France, and Italy. 
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In Tokyo the newly-installed premier, Baron Tanaka, 
" clearly indicated that the period of leaning back in China 
affairs was at an end."13 Correspondents in Tokyo reported 
that " Chiang Kai-shek's. successful stroke against the Reds 
brings that change in the Chinese situation which Japanese 
observers have been hoping for." 14 In London it was joyfully 
announced that " the diplomatic situation as regards China 
... has undergone a change .... The situation has com
pletely changed. (The Wuhan·Government) is no longer in the 
saddle and in a few weeks may have faded from the picture 
altogether."15 In the United States an abrupt easing of the 
official pulse was reflected in the disappearance of China news 
from the front pages of the metropolitan Press.l 6 

From an attitude of cool defiance toward the foreign Powers, 
nourished by the diplomatic successes which had followed the 
seizure of the British concession by the Hankow workers in 
January, the Wuhan leaders abruptly resumed the posture 
of respectful supplication. Anti-imperialist posters were torn 
off Hankow's walls. Foreign missions and church buildings, 
occupied by workers, peasants, and soldiers, and used as head
quarters for mass organizations, were restored to their owners. 
" The foreign office, instead of being merely courteous and 
sympathetic, had now become energetic and even decisive in 
foreigners' difficulties," wrote a delighted Hankow resident.17 

"The topic everywhere," wired the correspondent of the 
New York Times on April 25, " is the metamorphosis which has 
occurred in the last two or three days."18 

New edicts were issued by the Government and in duplicate 
by the Hupeh General Labour Union restraining the police 
powers of the pickets and forbidding any actions which might 
irritate foreigners or prejudice foreign property and trade. 
Detailed penalties were prescribed for workers guilty of 
disobeying these orders.l 9 Foreign Minister Eugene Chen 
cited these decrees in a personal appeal to the U.S. Consul
General and a delegation of business men whom he saw on 
April 23. "The Minister outlined the measures which are 
being taken to assist the restoration of conditions for the conduct 
of foreign business and trade, and he emphasized the fact that 
Labour had resolved to impose on itself revolutionary discipline 
in order to carry out these measures of the Government." 20 
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The Government sharply called to task workers in Changsha 
who had called a general strike against American enterprises 
because of the U.S. Navy's role in the bombardment at 
Nanking. The workers were ordered to evacuate the Y.M.C.A. 
they occupied and to suspend their strike against American 
coal and oil firms in the Hunan capital on the grounds that 
" any free and unrestrained action, no matter whether in itself 
good or bad (!), must seriouslY. interfere with the unification 
policy of the Party and at the same time inflict a heavy blow 
upon the anti-imperialist movement. . .. Any undue action 
. . . must now be rectified and its recurrence in the future 
must be prcvented."21 

While the Wuhan Press began explaining at length the need 
for" adapting" the Government's foreign policy,22 the Wuhan 
leaders crudely attempted to apply the traditional Chinese 
policy of playing off one barbarian against the other. The hopes 
aroused in Nationalist breasts by the seemingly contradictory 
zigzags of American policy had been dashed by the events at 
Nanking, where American guns had spoken louder than all 
the rest. But Japan's guns had kept silent, and a Japanese 
subaltern had even sought refuge in hara-kiri from the shame of 
his Government's forbearance. The Wuhan anti-imperialists 
turned disingenuously to Japan with special appeals. 

" Whereas the Chinese revolution is affecting the very roots 
ofBritish imperialism," wrote the official organ of the Kuomin
tang Central Executive Committee, " it assists a friendly 
Japan in stabilizing her position as a world power and can 
offer her all possibilities for unprecedented development of 
her trade and prosperity .... " The British and American 
imperialists, they went on, were trying everywhere to block 
Japan's expansion. "The best course for Japan's politicians 
would be to take sides with the Chinese nation against her 
enemies, to prove that Japan does not approve or assist either 
the militarists or the imperialist policy of intervention .... Japan 
and China must combine to oppose British imperialism."23 

Within a few weeks Japan replied in her own way to Wuhan's 
attempt at a flirtation. Japanese troops thrust suddenly into 
Shantung, occupying Tsinan and taking over the railway to 
the sea. 

Great Britain, on its part, was thoroughly content. On 
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May g in the House of Commons, Sir Austen Chamberlain, 
the Foreign Secretary, gave official voice to the delight of the 
Powers with Chiang's coup and the subsequent turn of events. 
Eugene Chen's note sent in reply to the Powers' protests con
cerning the Nanking "outrages" was rejected as "unsatis
factory in substance and detail." When the Powers' notes were 
presented, said Sir Austen, " China south of the Yangtze was 
apparently united under the ~ationalist Government, whose 
seat was in ... Hankow .... Within four days after the 
date of Mr. Chen's reply that united government in South 
China no longer existed .... Not two months ago it seemed as 
if the southern party and the Nationalist armies would sweep 
China from the south to north. Nanking has already checked 
this victorious career, if it has not wrecked it altogether." The 
Communists, he exulted, " have been punished by the Chinese 
Nationalists themselves with a severity and effectiveness of 
which no foreign Power was capable. In Shanghai, Canton, 
and other towns the extremist organizations have been broken 
up and their leaders executed. The Nationalist Government 
at Hankow has lost its dominating position and is at present 
little more than the shadow of a name." 24 

To the outraged astonishment of the Shanghai British 
community, which wanted swift and direct and terrible military 
reprisals, Chamberlain made it plain that British imperialism 
was content for the moment to let Chiang Kai-shek act as its 
deputy. A week later the British diplomatic representative at 
Hankow was withdrawn.* 

The same week in London occurred the Arcos raid, and two 
weeks later, on May 26, Britain severed diplomatic relations 
with the Soviet Union. Moscow had counted on Chiang 
Kai-shek to lead the Chinese masses in their struggle for libera
tion and had counted on that struggle to checkmate Britain, 
the leader of the anti-Soviet capitalist world. Chiang Kai
shek's coup proved the bankruptcy of all these hopes. Not 
Britain, but the mass movement in China was dealt a mortal 
blow, and simultaneously the international position of the 
Soviet Union was seriously worsened. London understood 

* As if .to emphasize the nature of this withdrawal, the British Government 
chose the same day, May 17, to announce the award of decorations to the" heroes " 
of the infamous bombardment of Wanhsien eight months earlier. 
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that Wuhan offered no serious threat, that it was but the 
"shadow of a name" and acted accordingly in its own 
interests. :--;ot as much could be said of the Communist 
International which continued to see substance where, indeed, 
there was only shadow. 

The foreign warships in the Yangtze, which had hitherto 
seemed only a puny threat when set against the mass move
ment and had served little better purpose than to supervise the 
hasty, frightened exit of forei~ners, now became grim sea 
dragons laden with menace. Wuhan's Left Kuomintang 
leaders acutely felt the new pressure of that long grey line. 
Roy, the delegate of the Comintern, felt it no less. "Not only 
Shanghai," he wrote, "but the entire Yangtze River is packed 
with war vessels. The Yangtze Valley, the main artery of 
trade in China, is under the direct control of imperialist guns. 
This is a ' hold up ' on a grand scale. The imperialist bandit 
is crying ' Hands up ! ' to revolutionary China. The seat of 
the Nationalist Government, Hankow, is practically a be
leaguered city. A formidable array of cruisers, destroyers, and 
gunboats arrogantly challenges the right of the Chinese people 
to govern this country in their own way. English, American, 
French marines crowd the streets of the Nationalist capital. 
The Nationalist Government smarts under this indignity, 
for on the slightest provocation the bandit will blow out his 
brains. . .. " 25 

Wuhan had indeed lost its "dominating position." Thanks 
to Chiang's coup and the pusillanimity of the Left Kuomintang, 
British imperialism which had come to Wuhan in January 
with hat in hand, left it in May with a contemptuous shrug. 
What there had been in the Nationalist capital of " youthful 
optimism, superb confidence, · and bold aggressiveness " 26 

collapsed. Only fearful uncertainty remained. 
"Before three months are ended," blustered Eugene Chen, 

"we shall conquer our way across Honan to Peking where, 
in the name of Nationalist China and the Kuomintang, I 
will speak a language which cannot be ignored by Sir Austen 
Chamberlain ... the revolutionary armies under Feng Yu
hsiang and Tang Sheng-chih, together with the forces under 
Yen Hsi-shan, are now closing in on the bandit soldiery of 
Chang Tso-lin .... "27 
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But Feng failed him. Tang failed him. Yen failed him. 
Eugene Chen never again had a chance to be ignored by 
Sir Austen Chamberlain.* 

For employers of labour in the factories and shops the 
emergence of the Nanking Government had heralded the 
appearance of a political instrument which specifically and 
energetically served their interests against those of the workers. 
This service was worth whatever it cost. The fact that in 
Wuhan's territory the trade unions were still legal and the 
workers still enjoyed at least the opportunity to voice their 
demands was enough to throw the sympathies of the capitalists, 
big and small, into Nanking's scales. The Shanghai events 
gave the employers in Wuhan new heart to resist the shattering 
wave of strikes in that city. They passed over to the counter
offensive with renewed vigour. They closed down factories 
and shops. They deliberately organized runs on local banks, 
accelerated the flow of silver down to Shanghai,28 and made 
every effort to sabotage and paralyse economic life. 29 Out 
in the countryside the usurers hoarded their money or smuggled 
it down river to Shanghai. The peasants were refused loans 
on any terms. There was no other ready cash available any
where, and in many places the peasants were consequently 
unable to buy seed and other necessary supplies to tide them 
over the spring months until harvest time. Speculators 
deliberately drove the price of rice up to unreachable levels. 
In this economic sabotage the foreigners co-operated by 
closing down their enterprises, curtailing their river-steamer 
schedules, and instituting a virtual blockade of Wuhan. In 
May there were nearly roo,ooo workers locked out of factories 
and shops, and within a brieftime this figure almost doubled. 30 

The bourgeoisie preferred to risk ruin rather than meet the 
demands of the workers. 

This counter-offensive could be met only if the mass move
ment was carried through to its logical conclusion. The seizure 
and operation of the closed factories and shops under a system 

* Six years later while he was Foreign Minister of the short-lived and feeble 
Fukien Government, established in Foochow in revolt against Chiang Kai-shek's 
rule, Eugene Chen ruminated over the past : " Then, then, I could speak with 
authority because I had the masses with me ! "he told the writer. He never under
stood that he lost that authority because he failed, himself, to go with the masses. 
Driven to flee from Foochow, as he was from Wuhan, by Chiang Kai-shek, 
Eugene Chen faded into well-deserved obscurity. ' 
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of workers' control could have in large part even under the 
conditions of civil war alleviated the stringency resulting from 
sabotage and the blockade. Confiscation of rice hoards, the 
establishment of peasant co-operatives fed with capital secured 
by confiscatory measures, and support of the peasants' own 
drive toward seizure of the land marked the road towards 
drastic reorganization of village life. But for these measures 
a revolutionary power was needed. Workers', peasants', and 
soldiers' councils in town an~ country-side were needed. 
For the Wuhan Government such measures were unthinkable, 
because they involved the violation of bourgeois property. 
The Communist International " advised " the Left Kuomin
tang to take over the banks, the factories, and shops. But the 
Left Kuomintang leaders went hat in hand to the Hankow 
Chamber of Commerce and begged it to let trade resume its 
normal course, promising to rein in the mass movement. 
The Communist Party was unable to move on its own. It 
was bound within the Kuomintang and could not, at any 
price, dispense with its co-operation. The Wuhan leaders 
blamed not the sabotage of the capitalists for their economic 
difficulties, but the " excesses " of the workers. The demands 
of factory and shop employees were ruining trade and industry, 
they cried. What were these excessive demands ? 

Between January and April the strike struggles of the wharf 
workers had brought their wages up from three to seven 
Chinese dollars a month. (One Chinese dollar was at that 
time worth about two shillings or fifty cents in U.S. currency.) 
In the textile mills women and children workers, who formerly 
earned 12 cents a day, fought for and won increases to 20 
cents a day, that is, a raise from a monthly wage of $3.60 to $6. 
In the match factories the strikers won increases from I 7 to 40 
coppers for a I 2-hour day.* In the silk filatures they won a 
I2-hour day. Formerly they had worked I7 hours a day. 
In some dyeing plants, not all, wage increases from I8 to 50 
coppers a day were won. The highest wage paid to industrial 
workers was still $20 a month. The general average had been 
raised from about $Io a month to about $14. Yet a wage 

* According to The China Year Book, 1929-30, in 1925 it took 240 coppers to 
make up on,. Chinese dollar; in 1928, 285 coppers were equal to one dollar. No 
figures are given for 192G and 1927. 
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anc}iving cost survey conducted under Government auspices 
fixe: $27.46 as the minimum subsistence budget for a family 
of f.ur. In the matter of hours conditions had been little 
betttred. Children of seven and eight were still working as 
Jongas adults for IO cents a ·day. The demand for an 8-hour 
day br children remained on paper. A survey by the labour 
depa:tment of the Kuomintang at the end of June revealed 
t:hat lllost shop employees in the city were still working I 2 

and I~ hours a day. 31 The workers were asking to have hours 
reduced from 17 a day to 15, from r6 to 14, from 14 to 12. 
Still unsatisfied were the demands of apprentices for liberation 
f'rom conditions far worse than bond slavery. 

An interviewer saw some union leaders in March when the 
crY of" unreasonable " demands was already on Kuomintang 
lipS. 

'' At the mention of the word ' unreasonable,' the union 
leaders smiled. They were mill workers themselves. All their 
lives they had been wondering about ' reasonableness.' They 
asked me about it. All their lives, they said, they had been 
looking for some ' reason ' for their existence. So far, unless 
to starve that others might be clothed and fed, they had found 
none. Where, they asked, was the reason in this ? " 32 

None of the gains made by the Wuhan workers enabled 
them as yet to come within " reasonable " reach of the 
minimum cost of minimum living. Was it an "excess," then, 
when the workers dragged before their own tribunals shop
keepers who speculated in grain and food? Was it an" excess" 
when the workers of Han yang decided to meet the sabotage of 
their employers by forcibly opening the factories and running 
them ? Or when the shop employees of Puchih and other 
Hupeh towns took over shops which had been deliberately 
closed down? Or when the peasants in Hunan and Hupeh 
placed regional embargoes on the export of grain in order to 
counter the activities of speculators who were trying to starve 
them into submission? Or when they seized the rice hoards 
of the landlords to feed their families ? 

yes, screamed the leaders of the Left Kuomintang, these 
were "excesses." They were ruining trade and disrupting 
economic life. They were attacks on property and they had 
to stop. One of Wang Ching-wei's first official acts upon his 
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return to Wuhan was to break up the workers' co-operative 
which was operating fifteen factories in Hanyang, force the 
surrender uf the plants, and order the dissolution of the 
Han yang party branch which had supported the workers. 33 

At the end of April regulations were issued abolishing the 
judicial and police functions assumed by the trade unions, 
authorizing them to inflict penalties only on their own members. 
These regulations were issued by the Government and1 the 
Hupeh General Labour Union in duplicate. Arbitration 
courts were to be set up and " unjust demands " for money 
prohibited. 34 

Hsiang Chung-fah, Communist secretary of the General 
Labour Union, issued a proclamation, posted on all the walls 
of the city, asking the workers to make a " supreme effort", 
and ordering that " new struggles against the capitalists should 
temporarily be suspended." as 

On May 20, the Central Executive Committee of the 
Kuomintang published a manifesto on " the all-class nature of 
the revolution," in which it fully exposed the particular class 
nature of the Wuhan Left Kuomintang: 

" Whether or not the revolution will be a success will 
depend on the measure of support given to it by the manu
facturers and merchants. Whether or not they can effectively 
support the revolution will depend upon the willingness of 
the peasants and labourers to treat them as their allies. 

" Since the Northern Expedition was launched . . . 
it is regrettable that the peasant and labour organizations 
in the Yangtze Valley, by reason of their rapid development, 
have been unaware of their blunders .... They have not 
considered the future of the revolution as a whole and have 
belittled their allies, the manufacturers and the merchants. 
Excessive demands, for instance, have been made to the 
employers by the peasant and labour bodies through their 
own ignorance of the economic aspect of the situation. 
Factories and shops have been closed by armed pickets and 
exorbitant demands, impossible to carry out, have been 
forced upon the employers or owners. Consequently the 
manufacturers and merchants have felt that they have been 
denied protection by the Government and that they cannot 
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enjoy freedom in respect to both person and property. 
They have also felt that not only has the revolution failed to 
benefit them in any way, but that it has endangered and 
jeopardized their welfare and safety. Therefore they have 
stayed away from the battle-line of the revolution and 
bitterly hate the peasants and labourers who should be their 
revolutionary allies. As a result the peasants and labourers 
may find themselves in a state of isolation and committing 
suicide, and the very founcTation of the revolution may be 
shaken. 

" The Party . . . cannot ignore the isolated condition 
of the peasants and labourers lacking guidance ; and 
especially cannot neglect the interests of the revolutionary 
allies, the manufacturers and the merchants, and deny them 
adequate protection. It is our policy to unite them all on 
the same battle front, never to be torn asunder, and enable 
them all to benefit ·equally from the revolution. In order 
to carry out this policy, the National Government is ordered 
to put in effect the following : 

" r. The Labour Ministry and the provincial authorities 
shall adopt arbitration rules and organize arbitration boards 
for the settlement of disputes between labourers and factory 
owners; 

"2. Enact a Labour Law, regulate workers' hours, ... 
fix the scale of wages in accordance with living conditions, 
. . . and provide for the protection of the labourers ; 

"3· Prohibit labourers and employees from making 
exce~sive demands and interfering with the administration 
of factories and shops ; all demands made to be examined 
by a special joint committee to be organized by the labour 
union and the merchants' union, which committee shall 
impose suitable limitation on the demands ; 

" 4· No labour union or picket corps is permitted to 
threaten, impose fines upon, or adopt any mode of oppression 
against shopkeepers or factory owners .... " 3 6 

Dutifully, in its turn, the Communist General Labour Union 
" co-operated" with the "revolutionary government." A 
few days later it proclaimed " revolutionary discipline" for 
the workers, urged them " not to forget the interests of their 
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allies, the manufacturers and the merchants," and issued the 
following regulations : ( r) Workers who violated revolutionary 
discipline were to be punished; (2) serious offenders were to be 
handed over to the Government for trial and punishment; 
(3) unions were prohibited from arresting, fining, " or in any 
way oppressing persons other than labourcrs." 37 

It was in the order of things that the exploited should give 
up their freedom so that the ex.eloiters might feel free. It was 
also in the order of things, however, that the exploited came 
unavoidably into conflict with the exploiters. That was the 
hard fact that insistently intruded itself. The Wuhan Govern
ment and the Left Kuomintang, with the support of the 
Comintern, imagined that it was finding common ground for 
classes in conflict. In practice this meant asking the workers to 
submit peacefully and in silence to their continued subjection. 
It never occurred to them to demand and, if necessary, compel 
the employers to submit to the workers' demands. After all, 
they represented the bourgeoisie, Joseph Stalin to the contrary 
notwithstanding, no matter how little confidence the bour
geoisie reposed in them. The economic impasse created at 
Wuhan by the capitalist counter-offensive could have been 
met in the workers' interest only by bold revolutionary 
measures. When the Wuhan Government proved incapable of 
taking the necessary steps, the workers had to find some 
means of their own of putting them into effect. That meant 
councils of the workers, peasants, and soldiers (Soviets), 
which would have been prepared to lead the way in applying 
political and economic policies which guarded the interests of 
the masses and not the property of the bourgeoisie. But the 
formation of such councils would have meant " struggle 
against the revolutionary Kuomintang," the "only govern
mental authority." That would have been " counter
revolutionary." So in the name of revolution there was no 
economic policy at all, except the fervid protection of bourgeois 
property at the cost of the strangulation of Wuhan and the 
gradual dissipation of the fresh force of the masses who were 
never shown their own way out. 

The same yard-stick of property measured the position 
taken by the Left Kuomintang on the cardinal question of the 
land. All the determination which Stalin had promised the 
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Left Kuomintang would display in the solution of the agrarian 
problem came to light in the form of evasions of the land issue, 
developing into complaints against the " excesses" of the 
peasants, and passing relentlessly over to forcible repression 
as soon as the peasants undertook on their own initiative to 
deal with their problems in their own way. 

As petty bourgeois radicals, the leaders of Wuhan were 
by no means insensible to the motive power of the masses. 
So long as warmly spoken phrases placed that motive power 
at their disposal they were more than free with them. Earlier 
pronouncements from Wuhan on the subject of the agrarian 
revolution left nothing to be desired-nothing, that is, but their 
translation into action. For example : "The realization of the 
aims of the national revolution depends upon the awakening 
of the peasants of all China. Our Party will always defend 
and struggle for the interests of the peasants in order that all 
privileged classes oppressing them be deprived of support . . . 
in order that the oppressed peasants be really emancipated." 
Again, as late as March r g, a Government manifesto affirmed 
that the " revolution must work great changes in the village 
... in order to suppress finally the activities of the local para
sites, lawless gentry, landlords, and counter-revolutionaries, 
under the power of the peasants. . . . This is the only road . 
. . . If the peasants are not given the possibility of possessing 
their own land they will not be able to support the revolution 
to the victorious end .... "38 

In words no less radical than those employed in the resolu
tions of the Communist International, the Kuomintang had 
even proclaimed the slogan : " Arms for the peasants ! " 
In its "declaration to the peasants," the Kuomintang Execu
tive Committee in March had said : " In order to ensure . . . 
victory . . . the peasants will need arms for their protection. 
The armed forces employed by the feudal landlords . . . 
should be disarmed and their munitions should be handed 
over to the peasants. In addition the Party should devise 
measures to enable the peasants to buy arms at cheap prices. 
In short, it should enable the peasants to have ample arms for 
self-protection. This is to ensure the permanence of the 
victory of the rural revolution and to ensure that democratic, 
inflp~pc;:c;:~ 9Y!::rthrow the old feudal inftuences." 39 
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These were exciting words, but words alone would not give 
the peasant his land ; and because they were only words and 
nothing more, the difficulties began for those who uttered them 
as soon as the peasants of Hunan and Hupeh began to show 
in action that they took them seriously. To this pitiful little 
handful of phrase-mongers history could not assign the role 
of Jacobins, not even to please Joseph Stalin. They could 
not lead, nor support, nor even fOndone the actual realization 
of the agrarian revolution because it meant the destruction of 
the economic and class base to which they were rooted. Their 
bonds to the " feudal landlords " against whom they railed 
were infinitely more compelling than the claims of the 
peasantry whose cause they theoretically espoused. They 
knew that the victory of the agrarian revolution meant the end 
of their political power. If they had to go down, they would 
go down defending property, not violating it. 

Sun Yat-sen's programme still revolved around the vague 
and meaningless phrase " equalization of rights in the land." 
The Kuomintang Platform for Workers and Peasants adopted 
in October, 1926, actually promised the peasants nothing 
more than a 25 per cent reduction in land rent and the " pro
hibition" of usury with the proviso that interest on loans 
should not exceed 20 per cent per annum !40 Not only was the 
rent reduction plank still wholly ineffective, but the course of 
the peasants' own struggle had brought them swiftly to the 
realization that the issue was not one of partial reforms but 
ofthe land itself. The Kuomintang Plenary Session in March, 
1927, admitted that" the cardinal question in the problem of 
poor farmers is the land question," but the only practical 
solution it could offer was a proposal to set up farmers' banks 
to make loans at 5 per cent per annum in order to solve the 
problem of lack of capital among the poor peasants. 41 The 
plenary session created a Land Commission which was 
supposed to marshal statistical and other material with a view 
to concretizing the Kuomintang's land policy. This Com
mission began its sessions on April 27. It was composed 
of the principal Kuomintang leaders, with Tang Ping-shan 
representing the Communist Party. 

Starting out with the general proposition that the peasant had 
to be made master of the land-to which everyone agreed in 
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principle-the Commission stopped to inquire: Which peasants 
should be made masters of what land ?42 " Land to the 
tillers ! " had a nice, radical ring to it. But whose land? 
Certainly not the land of the small landlords, said Wang 
Ching-wei. The Party's duty was to protect the small land
lords, for were they not the Party of the petty bourgeoisie ? 
Certainly not the land belonging to the officers of the Army, 
said Tang Sheng-chih. The. peasants in Hunan, he com
plained, were already seizing the estates of army officers or of 
their relatives. Why, in Chienchih, they had even taken a 
regimental commander who also happened to be the owner 
of a large local estate, bound him, put a dunce cap on his 
head, and paraded him through the streets ! And the sister
in-law of Chen Cheng, a Kuomintang general, had actually 
been forced to bob her hair to show her solidarity with the 
new order of things ! This would never do. Maybe the rank 
and file soldiers, landless peasants all of them, would approve, 
but the officers would never stand for it. The army, mind you, 
would be split on the question of the land, and, after all, we 
cannot afford a split in the army, can we? 

No, by no means, quickly agreed the commissioners. 
Well, then, the land of the big landlords ? Yes, the land 

of the big landlord;; ! But then again, how are we to know 
which landlords are big and which small ? Moreover, if, as 
Tang Sheng-chih demanded, " we have to think out concrete 
means for guaranteeing intact the land belonging to the officers 
of the national revolutionary army," then we also have to 
distinguish between those " big " landlords related to the 
officers and those who are so unfortunate as not to have a son 
or brother in a Sam Browne belt. 

" We must establish the criterion of confiscation," echoed 
Wang Ching-weiand Sun Fo. 

Hsu Chien had a solution all his own. He discovered some
where that only rs per cent of the land in all China was under 
cultivation. " Then there is no purpose," said he, " in 
taking the land from the landlords when we can give the 
peasants the land which nobody cultivates." But Hsu Chien 
was unable to verify his figure and, anyway, most of the unculti
vated land was out in Tibet and Turkestan and up in the 
north-west. The wholesale transportation of the peasants 
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of Hunan and Hupeh did not sound like a particularly practic
able proposition. So later Hsu Chien agreed with Tan Yen-kai 
that it might be possible to confiscate only the land of the 
" especially malicious or evil landlords and the evil business 
men." Now then, which landlords were evil or (we shudder 
to think of such people) especially malicious? 

Hm, said everybody. 
When the idea of buying the land from the small landlords 

was discussed, Tan Yen-kai rubbed his chin. " That will not 
satisfy the small landlords," he said, " because they still have 
very little faith in the National Government. If we give them 
our bonds, they cannot live by eating the paper. The land will 
have to be left in their hands." 

On behalf of the Communists, Tang Ping-shan timidly 
suggested that only the land of the counter-revolutionary 
landlords be confiscated. Wang Ching-wei leaped into the 
breach. " Political confiscation ! " he snorted, " that is an 
extremely general phrase which says nothing. If the peasants 
in any given district are strong enough, they consider every 
landowner to be counter-revolutionary in order to exP,ropriate 
his land. Under political confiscation there is no criterion. 
Where the peasants are strong, they go straight ahead to 
economic confiscation. Where they are weaker, . . . they 
fall first on the small landlords who thus suffer before anyone 
else, and we want to keep the small landlords on our side." 

Completely confounded, the Communists withdrew their 
proposal. 

After three weeks of this it was finally decided, with a general 
sigh of relief all round, that the revolution was still in its 
military period and that according to Sun Yat-sen the solution 
of such problems as the land would have to await the final 
military victory and the unification of the country which would 
usher in the period of " political tutelage." A resolution was 
accordingly adopted recognizing in principle the desirability 
of confiscating big landed properties, but recommending that 
for the time being land rents should not exceed 40 per cent of 
the harvest. 

This decision represented a retreat even from the plank 
for a 25 per cent rent reduction since land rents averaged from 
50 per cent to 6o per cent, although in places it did amount 
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to 70 per cent of the harvest or even more. Nevertheless the 
Communists accepted the resolution, and when the Commission 
further decided not to publish an account of its deliberations 
"for fear of creating confusion," the Communists again 
concurred. The army was saved. The landlord was saved. 
The Kuomintang was saved. The issue was settled to the 
satisfaction of everyone but the peasants. They had to be 
patient. If they would only keep on supporting the National 
Government, all would be weii. 

How the peasants would receive this " solution " of their 
problems remained to be seen. Meanwhile new threats from 
other quarters rose to plague the " revolutionary centre." 
Inspired by the success of Chiang Kai-shck and directly 
instigated by him, militarist rebellions against Wuhan's 
authority rose on all sides. In northern Hupeh, Yu Hsuch
chung defied the Government. In the west, Yang Sen started 
moving his troops against theN ationalist capital. Hsia To-yen, 
who held the western front against Yang, abruptly mutinied 
and with a handful of troops careered through the country 
south and west of Wuhan, burning, looting, and coming to the 
aid of the landlords and gentry against the peasants. The 
failure of the Wuhan regime to support the demands of the 
peasants had already so far alienated their confidence that 
efforts to recruit them and organize resistance to Hsia brought 
little or no response. 43 Although Y eh Ting, a Communist 
officer, by heroic measures was in the end able to stave off 
Hsia's threat to Wuchang, Wuhan remained beset on all sides, 
militarist revolts threatening from . without and economic 
stagnation within. 

The editor of the People's Tribune watched frightened people 
"with laden carts, bearing household goods, going by our 
windows," and heard " whisperings of woe in the air." 
"Disaster is impending, say panic-stricken people in the city . 
. . . Foreigners have been half-frenzied, half-elated. They 
have seen the end of the hated rule ofNationalist Hankow .... 
To-morrow morning they expect to sec the dawn of a new 
regime in Wuhan .... " 44 The editor scoffed at both the 
frightened and the hopeful and prophesied an early victory for 
the Nationalist cause on all fronts. 

The clamps were, nevertheless, closing in. The revolu-
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tionary way out lay in a vigorous unleashing of the masses on 
the basis of a thorough-going agrarian revolt. Such a course 
alone gave promise of ameliorating the economic difficulties 
and dissolving the armies of the rebellious militarists. If the 
Left Kuomintang could not take this course, the Communists 
had to be ready to do so. The Comintern spoke, too, to be sure, 
of the agrarian revolution, but in the next breath ordered the 
Chinese Communists to concede all power to the Left Kuomin
tang for, in Stalin's words, " without a policy of close collabora
tion of the Left and the Communists inside the Kuomintang 
... the victory of the revolution is impossible." It was not at 
all surprising, therefore, that Wang Ching-wei could appear 
as guest of honour at the opening of the Fifth Congress of the 
Chinese Communist Party in Hankow on April 27 and · 
announce that he and his colleagues " gladly accepted the 
perspectives of the Communist International," 45 and declare 
his "complete agreement" with the report of the Comintern 
delegate, M. N. Roy. 46 

The spiritual leadership of the Fifth Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party was provided by the Communist Inter
national in the person of the Indian Communist, M. N. Roy. 
It was Roy, Mif tells us, who gave the young Chinese Party 
" for the first time "-(Is Mif here, perchance, casting asper
sions on the previous directives and resolutions of the Comin
tern ?)-" a really Leninist prognosis" of the events taking 
place. From Roy the Party heard, "for the first time," " a 
thoroughly thought-out perspective of the movement" and 
" received directives on a series of cardinal questions." Roy 
" gave the young Chinese Party . . . the experience of world 
Bolshevism." 47 Before long the position of the Chinese Com
munist Party at the time of the Fifth Congress was going to 
be described in Moscow as being in direct contradiction to the 
directives of the Comintern. Somewhat later Roy himself 
was scheduled to become the object of vicious attack. But now 
listen to Roy's own report of the Congress, published with 
full responsibility and without adverse comment in the official 
organ of the Comintern : · 

" The Fifth Congress had a great many complex and difficult 
questions to solve ... a clear perspective for the future de
velopment of the revolution had to be traced and firm leadership 
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given to it. It was the historic role of the Fifth Congress 
to give this perspective, to trace the line of conduct for the 
proletariat, and to help create cleat-thinking, devoted, and 
energetic leaders indispensable to the victorious march of the 
revolution. The Congress fulfilled this task." 4 8 

How did Roy estimate the situation? " The differentiation 
of the classes within the Kuomintang has strengthened the 
bonds between its Left wing and the Communist Party. The 
departure of the big bourgeoisie has permitted the transforma
tion of the Kuomintang into a revolutionary bloc composed 
of the industrial proletariat, the peasants, and the petty 
bourgeoisie (in addition to several strata of the bourgeoisie). 
. . . The Chinese revolution continues to develop on the basis 
of a class coalition and cannot yet be submitted to the exclusive 
leadership of the proletariat. ... The leading members of the 
Kuomintang participated in the opening meeting _of the Con
gress and declared that they were ready to fortify the bloc 
with the Communist Party." 49 

What was Roy's practical lead to the Chinese Communists? 
Listen to Chiu Chiu-pei, a member of the Central Committee 
of the Chinese Communist Party. Chiu is writing one year after 
the rude jolt of events had smashed both the revolution and 
Roy's untouchability in the ranks of the Comintern : 

" Roy's political view was that the Lefts and the petty 
bourgeoisie had no other way out but by following us. He did 
not point out the possibility of new betrayals and the concrete, 
complicated tasks the Communist Party should have under
taken against the possibility of such new betrayals. Therefore 
the atmosphere of the Fifth Congress was governed by the 
slogan : ' Long Live the Co-operation ·of Communism with 
the San Min (Three People's) Principles to the End ! '" 5 0 

In his report to the Congress, Chen Tu-hsiu admitted that 
although the peasants were driving forward on their own 
initiative to the seizure of the land, " we have <;arried out too 
pacific a policy." He agreed that larg~ estates should be 
seized, but added : " At present the alliance with the small 
landholders is still necessary. We must not fall into extreme 
Leftism, but follow a Centrist line. We must also wait for the 
development of the military movement before seizing the 
large and middle land-holdings. The only correct solution at 
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the present moment is that the extension of the revolution must 
take place bdi>re it is deepencd." 51 

\Vhen this extract was puulished by Pravda in ~[oscow, 
Trotsky added a postscript to his criticism of Stalin's thesis : 
" This road is the surest, most positive, the shortest road to 
ruin. The peasant has already risen to seize the property of the 
large landowners. Our Party, in monstrous contradiction to 
its programme, its name, pursues a pacific-liberal agrarian 
policy. . . . The agrarian formula of Comrade Chen Tu-hsiu, 
who is bound hand and foot by the false leadership of the 
representatives of the Comintern, is objectively nothing else 
than the formula of severance of the Chinese Communist 
Party from the real agrarian movement." 52 

And Pravda? Pravda printed Chen's report without comment. 
How otherwise? On May 13, Stalin, in full accord with the 
spirit of Chen's views, declared in Moscow that Soviets could be 
formed in China only "after the strengthening of the Wuhan 
Revolutionary Government." 53 Chen's report was published, 
similarly without criticism, throughout the Communist Inter
national. Only later, after events had hit them between the 
eyes, did Comintern spokesmen begin to echo Trotsky's warning 
to the Chinese Communist Party. 

The deliberations of the Congress on the question of the 
land followed the course of the discussions at the Kuomintang 
Land Commission meetings. Like that Commission, the Com
munist Congress approved, in principle, the confiscation of 
large land-holdings. But, it added, " land belonging to the 
small landowners and land belonging to the officers of the 
revolutionary army is not subject to confiscation." 54 

To refuse to touch the land of the officers meant to refuse to 
touch the agrarian question altogether because there was 
scarcely a subaltern in the armies of Wuhan, to say nothing 
of the generals, who was not the kin of landowners in Hunan 
or Hupeh. In his report, Chen himself pointed out that "the 
officers (of the Nationalist armies) are young men from the 
landlord class." 55 But did this resolution differ in any respect 
from the instructions of the Communist International ? Had 
not Stalin wired, as far back as October, 1926, to check the 
peasants in order not to alienate the generals ?56 Was not the 
Comintern, in these very days, opposing the creation of workers', 
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peasants', and soldiers' Soviets precisely on the grounds that 
the creation of such Soviets" would be consciously to accelerate 
the conflict with the generals in the most disadvantageous 
conditions (?) for the Communist Party and its allies? " 57 

Would not Stalin, in a few weeks, wire specific directives 
reiterating, word for word, the same instructions to protect 
the land of the generals? In Wuhan, at the other end of wires 
from Moscow, were Borodin, Roy, Mif, Lozovsky, Browder, 
Doriot, and a host of other "'"Bolshevik" advisers. Not one 
among them raised his voice~in time. None of the con
temptible evasions and falsehoods with which Moscow later 
sought to thrust full responsibility for the debacle on the 
shoulders of Chen Tu-hsiu and the Chinese Central Committee 
can conceal the identity of the political path designated by 
the Communist International and followed by the Chinese 
Communist Party. 

The land resolution of the Fifth Congress was the first direct 
pronouncement of the Communist Party on the agrarian 
question. It amounted to evasion of the issue which the 
peasants of Hunan and Hupeh were already taking into their 
own hands. In practice the Communists were compelled to 
take up the cudgels of active opposition to the " excesses " 
of the peasantry. If the victory of the revolution was " impos
sible " without the collaboration of the Left Kuomintang, as 
Stalin and the Comintern affirmed, then collaboration with the 
Left Kuomintang was unthinkable, in terms of agrarian 
revolt. Therefore the agrarian revolt had to be scrapped and 
the peasants abandoned to their fate. So long as Stalin's 
instructions were followed, there was no reason why the Fifth 
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, convening at the 
most acutely critical juncture of the revolution, should not have 
met under the regis of the treacherous slogan : " Long Live 
the Co-operation of Communism with the Three People's 
Principles to the End ! " It was perfectly in order for the 
manifesto of the Congress to declare : "Unite all democratic 
elements under the banner of the Kuomintang. Strengthen 

. this revolutionary alliance. This is the important task of the 
proletariat in this stage of the revolution. The revolu
tionary democratic alliance is the leader of the national 
revolution."5 8 
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Behind the scenes of the Fifth Congress there were differing 
tendencies. Here is how Chiu Chiu-pei describes them : 

" Borodin's line was retreat and the slackening of the 
agrarian revolution . . . concessions to the petty bourgeoisie 
... concessions to the so-called industrialists and merchants ; 
concessions to the landlords and gentry; ally with Feng Yu
hsiang to overthrow Chiang Kai-shek ; and with such a policy 
lead the Left leaders against the Right reactionary forces of 
Wuhan and Nanking. • 

" Roy was for relative concessions to the business men. . . 
against conceding anything to the landlord and gentry class 
. . . for small concessions to the small landlords arid the 
revolutionary generals." 

The Central Committee of the Party was for " complete 
concessions to the business men, complete concessions to the 
landlords and gentry, considering that the agrarian revolution 
could not be realized immediately, but required an adequate 
period of propaganda . . . considering it best to let the Left 
(Kuomintang) lead and for us to go ~ff the path a bit so that 
the revolution should not be prematurely advanced .... "5 9 

These three tendencies were in reality one-the tendency to 
retreat. In practice, they became one; for, as Chiu correctly 
sums them up : " The policy practised at that time was to 
make concessions in order to overcome the difficulties after 
Chiang's betrayal."GO 

" Concede, concede ! " cried Borodin, Roy, and all the 
minions of the Communist International when as never before 
the Chinese revolution needed to unfurl upon its banners the 
immortal slogan of Danton, " de I' audace, de I' audace, encore 
de l'audace." But Moscow ordered the Chinese Communists 
to bow before the Left Kuomintang. The Left Kuomintang 
kow-towed before the militarists, the landlords and the bour
geoisie. This treachery would in the end strangle the Chinese 
revolution, but not all the vacillation and cowardice of these 
leaders could cloud the grandeur and the might of the masses 
in action. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

THE STRUGGLE FOR THE LAND 
• 

E xcept for the October revolution in Russia, our century 
has afforded history no spectacle mightier nor more 

stirring than the rising of the Chinese masses in the spring 
and summer of 1927. Not since the days of the long-haired 
Taipings had the Chinese peasant had the chance to hope for 
more from life than the right to toil and to die. In Hunan 
and Hupeh now he was beginning to grip the levers of historical 
hydraulics-drastic and collective action. He was beginning 
to straighten his back and loosen from his shoulders the burden 
of centuries. This expe;ience has been described as the dawn
ing realization of the Chinese toiler that he, too, was a man, 
that he, too, existed. From that, the will to live not as an 
animal but as a man hurled not one but millions of toilers into 
a struggle against everything that had made them the pack
horses of a civilization thousands of years old. 

Ignorant and cowardly leaders had drawn for the peasant 
moral distinctions among his oppressors. There were " bad " 
gentry to be overthrown, but there were "good" gentry who 
were his friends. There were big landlords whose holdings, 
at some future date, the peasant would be permitted to con
fiscate, but there were small landlords who were to be regarded 
as firm and friendly allies. His enemies in the village were the 
tuhao-the local bullies, officials, and hirelings of the landlord ; 
but the officers of the Nationalist army, even if they and their 
fathers and brothers were also landlords and usurers, were 
friends and liberators and were not to be offended by injuries 
to their property. Nothing falls more easily upon the shoulders 
of the propertied man, after all, than the mantle of moral 
rectitude. As the movement advanced and the " revolu
tionary " Government displayed no inclination to implement 
even the mildest of the promises it had made in return for 
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peasant support, it began to dawn on the masses that the slogan: 
"Down with the tuhao and bad gentry!" corresponded not to 
their interests, but to the interests of classes who wanted their 
services without paying for them. The villages began to 
awake. The slogan underwent a process of plebeian face
lifting and soon read : "All who have tu (land) are hao 
(oppressive) and there are no gentry who are not bad! " 1 

" Down with the unequal treaties ! " said the Kuomintang. 
The only" unequal treaties" tlte Hunan peasants knew about 
were the tenancy agreements under which they were com
pelled to surrender to the landlord up to 70 per cent of 
their crops, to make non-interest-bearing cash deposits in 
advance on their rent, to make gifts to the landlords at festival 
times, to serve without wages when a betrothal, a marriage, 
or a funeral in the landlord's family required the preparation 
of ceremonies or the conveying and serving of guests. The 
slogan for " abolition of the unequal treaties " meant to the 
Hunan peasant abolition of thraldom on the land. He could 
not help it if the Kuomintang was talking about China's 
relations with the Powers.2 

On the Kuomintang banner was inscribed nothing more 
than a 25 per cent reduction in land rent and a " restriction " 
of interest rates to 20 per cent per annum. The Kuomintang 
also spoke obscurely of " equalization of tenants' rights " 
withou.t ever clearly indicating what it meant. When the 
masses started moving and the Left Kuomintarrg proved 
unwilling or unable to give point to these mild planks in its own 
platform, the momentum of their awakening carried the 
peasants with swift, direct logic to the slogan : "All Land 
to the Tillers ! " And with the draconic simplicity, so terrible 
to those who stand to lose by it, the peasants proceeded to put 
their own slogan into practice. By the end of April in an 
increasing number of hsien in Hunan and in a smaller number 
in Hupeh, confiscation of land and property was the order of 
the day. 

The struggle for land brought nearly ten million peasants 
within the orbit of the mass organizations in Central China. 
The accumulated oppression of centuries had laid charges deep 
in the soil. The up-surge of 1927 only touched the torch to the 
fuses which meshed through the whole social structure like 
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veins in the human body. Revolution brought a thundering 
series of explosions which left not a limb of the old society 
intact. Shaken asunder and trampled upon, all that was old, 
corrupt, degenerate, and decadent, dissolved in the " inspired 
frenzy of history." Bandages were torn from the bound feet 
ofwomen. Young girls, with bobbed hair and an air of defiant 
energy, streamed into the country-side to awaken their sex and 
free it of chains that bore the rust of generations.* Confucius, 
the high priest of privilege ana submission, was torn from the 
shrouds of a vicious and reactionary morality and paraded 
in effigy through village streets and burned. Buddhist 
temples were seized and turned into schools and meeting
places. Foreign missionaries were packed off, dishevelled, to 
flee before something they called anarchy, something their 
creed debarred them from ever understanding. Superstitions 
were swept away. "The clay and wood gods have already 
lost their dignity. The people no longer need the Five Classics 
and the Four Books; What they want is political reports. 
They want to know the conditions in th<:; country and in the 
world. The men sen (door gods) which used to be pasted 
on the gates have now been covered with slogans. Inside the 
houses even the tsao mu kao pi (ancestral tablets) have been 
crowded out by placarded slogans." 3 

Evils which had been blood and stock of the old society were 
swept away in the flood. " Ever since the last days of the 
Manchus," reported a Hunan peasant leader,·" the Govern
ment has repeatedly prohibited opium. But in fact the opium 
prohibition bureau has always been the bureau for selling 
opium. Only petty smokers were fined. The greedy officials 
and gentry, even though they smoked right out in the open, 
were never touched. . . . But the ban that was a ban in vain 
for twenty years became a ban in fact after the peasants rose. 
The village peasant associations decreed that anyone found 

* " I have lived eighty years," said an old woman to a girl propagandist in 
the field, "without seeing such a short-haired, big-footed, uniformed female 
creature like you." Sitting in a meadow at Chiayu, south Hupeh, the girl told in a 
letter to a Hankow friend how she spoke to a group of peasants about the evils 
offoot-binding. A well-to-do middle-aged woman with three-inch " golden lilies " 
hobbled up to her and said : "Your feet are so big. Won't your husband get 
into your shoes some time by mistake ? " All the soldiers and peasants who stood 
around laughed aloud. The girl officer blushed, and then began to laugh herself. 
-From" A Letter from the Field," People's Tribune, june 22, 1927. 
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smoking would be fined and paraded. After many prominent 
gentry had been paraded in dunce caps, nobody in the villages 
of Hunan dared again to smoke, The peasants smashed the 
pipes of the gentry. To eradicate gambling, the Pioneers 
(boys of twelve to fifteen) made house-to-house searches. 
Mah jongg and other gambling paraphernalia were burned 
on the spot. Footbinding was abolished. Dams and roads 
were built ; waste lands put under cultivation. . . . The 
establishment of schools and the smashing of superstitions 
became the most enthusiastic work in the villages. . . . The 
peasants created a peaceful village. No matter how you 
describe the tumult of the Hunan villages, they have been in 
fact more peaceful than when the landlords ruled .... " 4 

The peasant went about his task of cleaning the Augean 
<;tables of the past with a grim thoroughness and often not 
without a certain grim humour. In Hwangkang, Hupeh, the 
" dunce caps" used for the guilty gentry were the 3-do 3-sen 
measuring containers which the landlords had formerly used 
in dividing the grain after harvest at rent collection time. & 

Peasant justice was swift and simple in the village. If 
it erred at all, it erred on the side of leniency.' Surprisingly 
few were the executions ordered and carried out. In most 
cases heavy fines or sentences of imprisonment were imposed 
upon the landlords and their followers. Justice was adminis
tered by the local peasant committee sitting as the presidium 
at a mass meeting of the peasants. "We fear nothing but the 
mass meeting," the gentry used to say. Disputes and claims 
had previously been settled by the local magistrate or by the 
local big landlord who enjoyed the privileges of a feudal baron 
before the law. He used to sit in his courtyard and dispense his 
own brand of justice according to his own pleasure. This was 
now all changed. The local peasant associations swept through 
clogged-up calendars and settled all outstanding cases. They 
became the courts of appeal in all matters, even including 
domestic disputes. 

The peasant organizations faced the enormous economic 
problems of the village with a courage and a daring that far 
exceeded their ability to solve them. Nevertheless, with the 
funds and other means confiscated from the gentry, in many 
places they went forward with the establishment of co-opera-
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tives and took steps to regulate the movement of grain and 
to prevent speculation. 6 These co-operatives even issued 
notes which were accepted in full faith by the peasants of the 
locality. The problems of interest on loans and land rent were 
met by the simple expedient ofrefusal to pay. In the country-
5Ihe, prostitution, the sale of women and children, stemmed 
directly from the unbearable poverty of the peasants. Traffic 
in human lives had become a trade which thrived on human 
misery, and each year tens of thousands of women and children 
were sold into brothels or into the homes of the wealthy as 
slaves. In Yanghsin, the delegates' conference of the hsien 
peasant association voted to appropriate part of the funds 
confiscated from the gentry to feed the poor " so that they 
would not need to sell their wives and children in order that 
all might live." But every partial, crude effort to cope with 
economic difficulties brought the peasants swiftly to the 
basic problem of the land itself. No hunger was greater than 
the hunger for land. Increasingly conscious of his power, 
the peasant reached out to satisfy his craving. 

In the cities, the workers in the trade unions administered 
justice, maintained local order. Dressed in blue denim 
uniforms and armed more often with staves than with rifles, 
the worker-pickets, with their " business-like air of authority," 
soon became" one of the most noticeable revolutionary features 
on the streets." 7 In the early stages the prestige and authority 
ofthe unions were enormous. "In many of the country towns 
of Hupeh," writes Chapman, "as I myself saw in Teian and 
heard from Chinese and foreign colleagues and friends in 
other towns, the Governor of the town, holding his appointment 
direct from the Nationalist Government in Hankow and having 
Nationalist troops quartered in the town, was yet unable to 
take any action contrary to the wishes ofthe two or three leading 
labour unions.''S 

The unions established schools, protected the rights of women, 
gave refuge to escaped slave girls, organized unemployed 
relief, exposed, arrested, and punished counter-revolutionaries 
where they could. But they were already discharging their 
functions within the narrow limits prescribed by the restrictive 
regulations issued by the Wuhan Government and approved 
by the Communist-controlled General Labour Union. 9 
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Both in city and country, the mass movement encountered 
formidable obstacles. The sabotage of the bourgeoisie, the 
imperialist blockade, the steady refusal of the Wuhan Govern
ment to cope with the situation by revolutionary measures, 
had already driven the workers of Wuhan up an economic 
blind alley. Their own efforts, evidenced in the occupation 
of the Hanyang factories, were stifled at the outset by the regime 
to which the Communists told them they owed unquestioning 
obedience. In Hanyang, the arsenal workers crowded eagerly 
around a visiting delegation of Russian trade unionists. 

" During your revolution," they asked, " what attitude did 
you take toward sabotage in Government industries? Did 
you encourage it, or tolerate it? " 

" During your revolution, when did the metal workers begin 
to get any benefit? Did they benefit as soon as the exploiters 
were overthrown, or did they have to suffer long and make 
many sacrifices before the revolution was finally established? " 

Reporting these questions, Miss Strong omits to mention 
what reply was made by the Russian workers, but goes on : 
" Many were the sacrifices they were already making for 
their revolutionary ( !) Government. They gave up their 
demand for an eight-hour day to work I 3 to I 7 hours in 
the arsenal 'because our revolutionary Government is 
menaced.' They postponed the demand for a child labour law ; 
I myself saw children of seven and eight working ten hours in 
Wuchang cotton mills and was told by union organizers, 'Wuhan 
is blockaded ; we must not attack production, especially 
foreign-owned production.' They had reason to sacrifice for 
Wuhan, for elsewhere their situation was far more serious. 
In Shanghai, Canton, and Hunan, workers were being 
executed. In Wuhan they still had the chance to raise their 
heads and argue a little. They were pathetically grateful 
for his meagre privilege."lo 

" Raise their heads and argue a little ! " Such were the 
prerogatives of the workers in the " revolutionary centre " of 
Wuhan ! Did the visiting Russian workers tell their Chinese 
comrades that they indeed had made sacrifices, tremendous 
sacrifices, for their revolutionary Government-but that it was 
really theirs, really revolutionary, and not the fiction that was 
" revolutionary Wuhan " ? If any of the visitors saw the 
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distinction, it is doubtful if he mentioned it. What was revolu
tionary in Russia in 1917 was counter-revolutionary in Wuhan 
in 1927. It must have been. Stalin said so. 

Out in the country-side, the first wave of agrarian revolt 
had rocked the landlords and gentry to their heels. In many 
places, out offear for their lives or in hopes that in the national
ization and division of land which they expected to follow 
they might retrieve a share, landlords even voluntarily sur
rendered their land to the peasant associations. The original 
initiative of the peasants, moving toward the seizure of land 
in villages ·and hsien over wide territories, now needed more 
than anything else the aid of a centralized power capable of 
arming the peasants, guarding and extending their conquests. 
As soon as the landlords and the village gentry realized that in 
Wuhan no such power existed, that in Wuhan there was only 
irresolution, vacillation, and a fear of the peasants if anything 
greater than their own, confidence returned and the reactionary 
counter-offensive took on an armed, organized character. 

"The Hunan peasants at the present time cannot be said 
to have overthrown the haosen,"* reported the provincial 
peasant association. "We can only say that they are now 
rebelling against them. Those who do not know the real 
conditions say that in Hunan the conditions are terrible, that 
too many haosen were killed. But the facts are otherwise. . . . 
The haosen killed numbered only tens, but the number of 
peasants killed by the haosen is astounding. . . . Many 
people know that the peasants are conducting a revolution in 
Hunan, but few know the cruelty and cunning of the haosen. 
. . . It has been very common in all hsien for the Min Tuan 
(landlord's militia) to lynch peasants .... Torture was 
freely used. . . . After being arrested peasants would either be 
killed outright or mutilated-muscles of the feet extracted, 
genitals cut away, etc. . . . The Min Tuan in Tsalien burned 
alive in kerosene a student who had come to the district 
to work in the peasant movement. . . . 

" After being driven from the villages by the peasants, the 
haosen and the dregs of the Min Tuan often sought alliances 
with the bandits to fight the peasant associations. Nine 
reports out of ten coming to the provincial peasant association 

* A term embracing the landlords, gentry, and their local tools and hirelings, 
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tell about the gathering of the tuhao with the bandits to drink 
wine and cock's blood* for the overthrow of the peasant 
associations, for the extermination of the Party com
mlsswner. ... 

" They also formed reactionary organizations. In Siangsang, 
they called it the Association for the Maintenance of Town and 
Village. In Henyang, it was the White Party. In Liling 
and Liuyang, the San-Ai Party; In Liling, there was also the 
Association for Beating Dogs, the dogs meaning the peasants. 
In many parts of Hunan, there was the Party for the Preserva
tion of Property. These organizations planned and carried out 
the massacres of peasants and raids on peasant associations. 
. . . Sometimes these plots were uncovered by the peasants, 
but the organizations were never dissolved. . . . 

" Another method used by the tuhao was to mingle in the 
peasant associations ... to disrupt them. Or else they organ
ized their own peasant associations. They also agreed whole
heartedly in words with the peasant movement .... They 
would organize on a clan basis in order to set one hsien against 
another, one natne against another. t They would entice clans
men into the association with promises of cheap grain. They 
also deceived the higher organs and got themselves recognized 
as special village or district peasant associations. " 11 

The families of the gentry who fled from the hsien and 
villages of Hunan carried rumours like rats carry the plague. 
Those who could afford to fled all the·way to Shanghai. The 
less wealthy went to Hankow, and the least wealthy to 
Changsha. Everywhere they brought with them the hoary 
charges of communization of women which have accompanied 
every revolutionary movement since I 789.! The Chinese 
emigres spread rumours among the soldiers that within six 
months all their wives and sisters would be "communalized." 
This accusation came fittingly from the Chinese gentry who 

* A ceremonial oath of alliance. 
t In many hsien, most of the inhabitants bear a single name and belong, in 

varying degrees of relationship, to the same clan. 
t " ... Nothing could be more absurd," wrote Marx and Engels in the 

Communist Manifesto, " than the virtuous indignation of our bourgeois as regards 
the official communization of women which the Communists are supposed to 
advocate. Communists do not need to introduce community of women ; it has 
invariably existed ... the abolition of the present system of production will lead 
to the disappearance of that form of the community of women which results there
from-~to the disappearance of official and unofficial prostitution." 
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keep as many concubines as their wealth will allow and whose 
exactions force the peasants to sell their wives and children into 
slavery and prostitution. They also tried to appeal to filial 
sentiments with tales of the wholesale massacre of all men over 
fifty. 

Reports of the Hupeh peasant organizations closely paralleled 
those from Hunan. In. Hupeh, where the movement was 
slower in getting under way, the gentry had more time to 
prepare resistance. By May ~ot a few of the peasant associa
tions were entirely in their hands. " In many villages 
in the peasant associations there are no peasants at all 
-only the long-gowned and broad-sleeved gentlemen going 
out and coming in." If the peasants succeeded in retaining 
control of their own organizations, the gentry concentrated 
their attention on the local Kuomintang branches. Once in 
the Party, they would set up rival peasant associations under 
their own auspices and maintain a clear line of demarcation 
between the peasants and the Party. " In Chi-hsui hsien there 
were even such things as refusals to let peasants join the 
Party."12 In Hupeh there also sprang up, under various 
names, reactionary bands like the Ta Tao Hui (Big Sword 
Society), the Chuan T'o Hui (Fist Society), and others, 
financed and led by the landlords. The links between the 
gentry and the revolting militarists were quickly forged. 

When Hsia To-yen rebelled in May, his troops marched 
" from Chianglien to Chenli, Hsienti, Tungyang, everywhere 
opening the prisons to release the haosen who acted as guides 
to hunt down the commissioners of the peasant associations 
and the executive committee members and to slaughter them. 
They killed right and left almost all the way to Wuchang. In 
the hsien adjacent to Honan, the gentry united with the Red 
Spears (an old reactionary secret society), to massacre the 
peasants. In Western and Northern Hupeh they joined with 
Chang Lien-sen and Yu Hsueh-chung."13 

The counter-offensive of the gentry was accompanied by 
the most fiendish tortures-including the kind of refined 
torture that could have evolved only in the minds of a ruling 
class entrenched in its seats of privilege for centuries. " In 
Y angshin they poured kerosene over the peasants and burned 
them alive. In H wangkang they used red-hot irons to sear the 
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flesh and to kill. In Lotien they bound their victims to trees 
and put them to death with one thousand cuts into which they 
rubbed sand and salt. They cut open the breasts of the 
women comrades, pierced their bodies perpendicularly with 
iron wires, and paraded them naked through the streets. 
In Tsungchang every comrade was pierced twenty times." 14 

The revolting masses never displayed one thousandth part of 
the cruelty shown them by their avenging masters. The 
barbarism, of which only def<!nders of property seem to be 
capable, quickly cracked through their " refined " and 
" cultured " veneer, so aged, so delicate, so beloved of senti
mental sinologues.15 

The workers and peasants of Hunan and Hupeh faced these 
enemies with practically nothing but their bare hands and their 
will to struggle. The movement could go forward only 
under the leadership of a centralizing force with the demands 
of the agrarian revolution boldly inscribed upon its banner. 
They needed local organs of political power. Above all, they 
needed arms. All these they lacked and without them they 
were powerless in the face of the reactionary counter-offensive. 
The Wuhan Government did not assume the mantle of 
revolutionary agrarian leadership with which the Comintern 
tried to endow it. It was even unable to make a single effective 
move to enforce its own programme of a 25 per cent land rent 
reduction.16 What it could do was to block at every turn the 
efforts of the peasants to strike out for themselves. 

Reports from peasant associations repeatedly urged the 
Government to define its policies clearly, to set up standards 
for the solution of the land problem. To these demands the 
Government spokesmen replied only with lectures about the 
" excesses " of the peasantry.1 7 

In Hunan the delegation of the Communist International 
learned that the Kuomintang programme of rent and interest 
rate reductions could not be realized" because of the resistance 
of the landlords." A Kuomintang representative told them : 
" There is a general and loud demand by the peasants of the 
province for LAND. They want the division of the land. They 
say that they will be obedient to the Nationalist Government, 
but they at the same time demand that the Government do 
something. They want the land ! "18 
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In Moscow Stalin was rejecting the slogan of Soviets because 
that slogan meant struggle against " the revolutionary centre " 
of Wuhan, the " only governmental authority." Trotsky was 
retorting that the "revolutionary centre" was a fiction, that 
revolutionary organs of power had now to be created and 
could be created and centralized only through the medium of 
workers', peasants', and soldiers' Soviets. What was the 
actual situation in the towns and villages of Hunan and 
Hupeh? The Hupeh Provinci~l Peasant Association's delegate 
in Wuhan declared that the most urgent need was " immedi
ately to establish organs for the maintenance of the political 
system. The political organs now existing are not really a 
power at all."19 

In Hunan Stoler-Browder-Doriot were discovering that the 
peasants were straining with all their might to create precisely 
the type of local organ of power of which Trotsky spoke, 
they were discovering that Stalin's " only governmental 
authority" really did not exist. 

" ... While the militarists have been defeated and driven 
out . . . the magistrates and gentry, like the landlords, 
remained. We saw them everywhere .... They still exercise 
their feudal dictatorship over the population .... A revolu
tion without the destruction of the old system of local govern
ment is unthinkable. . . . This is keenly felt and understood 
by the masses everywhere .... In Hunan the process of 
supplanting the old system has also proceeded further than 
in any of the other provinces we passed through. . . . Special 
commissions are being set up in various districts of the province 
to take over the administration of local affairs. These com
missions are composed of representatives of the Kuomintang, 
the trade unions, and the peasant unions. . . . While the old 
magistrates are still officiating in the villages, they are gradu
ally being pushed out and supplanted by so-called Citizens' 
Councils which are directly elected by the population. In 
many places the peasant union is the highest authority for all 
kinds of questions. . .. But it is appropriate ( !) to remark 
here that all this work of sweeping out the old rotten system 
. . . still lacks in system and planfulness. The absence of a 
definite programme of action for the reorganization of local 
government is keenly felt. Of course it can be explained ( !) 
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by the preoccupation of revolutionary China with the war 
against the militarists and the struggle against imperialism."20 

" Citizens' Councils directly elected by the population "
but were these not Soviets in embryo? Was the virus of 
"Trotskyism" strong enough to travel ro,ooo miles and at the 
end of this journey to insinuate itself into the tissues of the 
Hunan peasants? 

Everywhere the Comintern visitors went they heard the 
cry: "Arms to the peasants! •we have no guns or ammuni
tion. The peasants must be armed ! " 

"We learned," continued Stoler, "that wherever the 
peasants cannot get hold of rifles, they organize self-defence 
corps with picks and ploughs .... We were told of many 
plans and projects for obtaining arms and ammunition for the 
peasants. Cases were cited where the peasants had captured 
thousands of rifles from the Northern troops, but invariably 
these arms were handed over to the National Government 
or the army. " 21 

The peasants wanted land and arms. The Comintern 
imposed upon the Chinese Communists a policy which made 
the satisfaction of these demands wholly dependent upon the 
willing collaboration of the Left Kuomintang leaders and their 
Wuhan Government. Without the collaboration, "victory 
was impossible," decreed Stalin. 

" Without solving the land question," wrote the secretary 
of the Comintern delegation, " the Chinese revolution will 
not be able to achieve its final victory. . . . It would be a 
fatal error for the National Government to neglect to tackle the 
agrarian problem in a most decisive revolutionary manner, or 
to fail to lend fullest support to the ,political and economic 
demands of the peasants." Nor was Stoler going so far as to 
suggest that the National Government give the land to the 
peasants. " Certain measures are absolutely and immediately 
necessary .... A radical reduction in rents ... tax reforms 
... prohibition of usurious rates of interest ... arming of 
the peasants," he lamely concluded.22 

This was, textually, the Kuomintang programme. But 
the" revolutionary centre" was making no move to implement 
even this mild programme of reform. This was "fatal " for 
the revolution, but the " fatal error " did not lie with the 
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Kuomintang leaders, who were only defending their own class 
interests, but with the Comintern, which failed to give the 
peasants a chance to defend theirs. 

According to Browder-Doriot-Stoler, the Wuhan Govern
ment was too " preoccupied " by the struggle against militarism 
and imperialism to do anything for the peasants. In reality 
the Wuhan leaders were preoccupied, deeply preoccupied, 
by the peasant movement. Only they were concerned not 
with giving it their "fullest support" but with finding means 
of checking it and keeping it within the bounds of bourgeois 
property. 

The evasion, the confusion, the lack of any effective policy, 
exemplified by the deliberations and conclusions of the 
Kuomintang Land Commission, amounted in practice to pas
sive sabotage of the agrarian revolt. When revolt flared 
none the less, the Left Kuomintang leaders abandoned their 
passivity and went over to a policy of direct repression. 

When the peasant associations began, in the absence of any 
other effective force, to assume the functions of political power, 
the Wuhan leaders cried " Excesses ! " and stepped in to limit 
them. Unable or unwilling itself to deal with the landlords 
and their hirelings openly marauding through the country-side 
at the head of counter-revolutionary bands of Min Tuan,23 

the Wuhan Government forbade the mass organizations to 
try and sentence these enemies of the people and, a little later, 
even prevented them from making arrests or imposing fines. 24 

" Unscrupulous landlords and gentry are denounced by the 
Party for the reason that they have persistently fleeced the 
peasants by oppressive means," declared the Central Executive 
Committee of the Kuomintang. " ... It must be pointed 
out, however, that it is only after clear and conclusive evidence 
is established concerning such fleecing a~d oppressive conduct 
that landlords and gentry should be dealt with by the legal 
organs. Those innocent and well-to-do families in the villages 
and districts who are not opposed to the national revolution 
are under the protection of the Nationalist Government. Our 
Party comrades should definitely instruct the masses against 
reckless attack on others' liberty of person, property, profession, 
or religious faith. Anyone who is bent upon disturbing the 
local public order . . . is opposed to the revolutionary 
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interests and his conduct is tantamount to anti-revolutionary 
offences. The Party headquarters in the various localities 
should take heed to check such actions .... "2 5 

"The peasants are glad to give the Government this task of 
judging," said the secretary of the Hupeh Provincial Peasant 
Association, " but the Government has no legal officers in all 
these districts. Our greatest demand is that the Wuhan Govern
ment should quickly establish local governments. . . . Such 
a government we peasants will ;till defend with our lives if the 
Government will grant us arms."26 

But the Government did not want a revolutionary power in 
the villages. Instead it ordered the dissolution of peasant 
associations which attempted to wield such power. Each 
peasant association was permitted, in theory, to have only 
fifty armed militiamen, and there was a decree that said that 
these fifty might use their arms only against bandits, not 
against the landlords. In all Hupeh, where by June there 
were no less than three million peasants organized, the peasant 
associations possessed seven hundred revolvers, and these 
were scattered all over the province.27 

"Many hsien have sent people to the capital to request the 
purchase of rifles," reported the Hupeh Provincial Peasant 
Association delegate to the Kuomintang. " They have 
brought sufficient funds, asking only aid in buying them. 
This is not only the demand of the village peasant associations, 
but the universal demand of the peasants. " 28 

But these delegates were turned back empty-handed and 
all other appeals went unanswered. " The peasants . . . 
were without arms and were continually subject to attack by 
counter-revolutionaries. Unfortunately it was generally impos
sible to meet the requests for military aid sent in from the 
country," said an official report ofthe Kuomintang. 29 

"In the Huang An district, for instance," said the Hupeh 
peasant secretary, "reactionaries killed twenty-one of the 
most responsible peasant leaders. The union has begged 
the Government to send troops to protect them. But the 
Government says the troops are busy at the front. The union 
then asks for the right to use its own arms ; but this also the 
Government forbids, allowing it only against recognized 
bandits who attack villages, but not for civil conflict within the 
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village. What can we do ? The reactionaries recognize no 
law ; they kill as they wish. But we must recognize law, for 
we are a responsible union. Yet the law cannot help us and 
only forbids us to help ourselves .... We won the con
fidence of the peasants by promising relieffrom bad conditions. 
. . . This is not carried out. . . . The ordinary peasant only 
cried: 'Liars! You did nothing for us. Now we won't 
listen to your empty words.' We are trying to break down 
feudalism. But feudalism is based on the present economic 
structure of the village. The gentry have all the money. 
The poor must borrow every spring for seeds, fertilizer, even 
for their owri food. Now the gentry refuse to lend any more 
because they hate the peasants' union. Two-thirds of the 
peasants can get no money for seeds. They begin to blame 
the union. We promised to organize co-operatives, but for this 
also we have no money .... The law forbids us to take 
land from the gentry till the new land policy is settled and 
the courts decided. . . . " 

" Against this terrific list of difficulties," adds Miss Strong, 
" ... he told me that the peasants' union made only two simple 
demands, immediate establishment of local governments with 
enough militia to support them against bandits and lawless 
reactionaries ; and immediate establishment of co-operative 
stores and Government credits to the peasants .... Such 
elementary and necessary demands," concluded our lady 
reporter, " but under the military, financial, and political 
situation of Wuhan-such Utopian dreams! "30 

Such was the " revolutionary centre ! " Not as it existed 
in the imaginations of Stalin and Bukharin, but as it existed 
in Central China-in fact. This was where Browder-Doriot
Mann " breathed fresh air again" after their trip through 
Kiangsi and where " the enthusiasm that we found among the 
masses in Hupeh and the attitude of the Central Kuomintang 
and the Nationalist Government towards the workers and 
peasants reassured us once more .... " 31 This was the 
Government that M. N. Roy called "the emblem of the 
anti-imperialist fight and struggle of the Chinese people." 32 

Under its sway the most elementary demands of the peasants 
became-Utopian dreams ! 

The peasants quickly lost faith in their leaders-(" Liars ! 
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You did nothing for us--now we won't listen to your empty 
words !") and in their organizations. "The peasant unions 
have gradually lost the confidence and support of the peasant," 
reported a speaker at a Hupeh conference on June 25, because 
" what the peasants get from their struggle is often nothing but 
trouble or massacre." 33 

When Hsia To-yen rebelled in May, it never occurred to 
him to haul down the blue and white flag. " Because he still 
put up the Kuomintang banner and did not clearly express 
his attitude (?), the peasants were attacked off their guard. 
The onslaught was sudden, arrests were made, many fled, 
so that the peasants lost their leaders and the organizations 
collasped. Therefore they did not help in the fighting nor in 
transport.'' 34 

The masses had been taught to regard the Kuomintang 
banner as their own. When reaction raised its head beneath 
its folds, it found them entirely unprepared and easily struck 
them down. That is what happened to the revolutionary 
movement as a whole. The banner of the Kuomintang had 
never been the banner of the masses. It was the banner of the 
bourgeoisie, of the landlords, the gentry, and the militarists. 
Neither the Shanghai coup nor even the events soon to follow 
hammered this fact into the heads of the Communist leaders 
and their Comintern mentors. 

In Wuhan, the Communists had assumed full responsibility 
for the acts of the National Government. Communists 
occupied posts in the national and provincial governments. 
The leaders of the Communist Patty sat with the leaders of 
the Kuomintang in a so-called "Joint Conference" in which 
all important decisions of policy were made. In a resolution 
defining the Party's duties in these meetings, the Communist 
Central Committee in the first week of May declared: "The 
Communists in this joint meeting should discuss all principal 
questions, set forth concrete proposals, but such concrete 
proposals should not be based upon the maximum demands 
of our Party, but should keep in mind the interests of the 
development of the national revolution and the solidarity with 
the Kuomintang Left wing." 35 Let it be remembered that 
the Communists were functioning in the " bloc " not as the 
independent representatives of an allied party, but as members 
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of the Kuomintang, subject to its programme and its discipline. 
So when, in one of the first joint meetings, Wang Ching-wei 
announced that " only the Central Executive Committee of the 
Kuomintang has the right to ratify and publish the resolutions 
of the joint conferences," the Communist representatives 
concurred. Wang Ching-wei, of course, maintained a care
fully organized caucus against the Communists. He'( secretly 
got together all the pure Kuomintang members of the different 
party organs, and secured tl1at before every meeting a pre
liminary meeting was held at his private residence for the 
purpose of presenting a united front ... against the Com
munist members." 3 6 

But he need have had little fear of Communist recalcitrance. 
The Central Committee of the Communist Party even ordered 
Communists employed on Kuomintang newspapers " not to 
turn these papers into Communist organs, but to work in the 
spirit of the Kuomintang resolutions." 37 Under the conditions 
of the " bloc " ever since its inception, the Communists had 
published no daily paper of their own, nor did they have any 
in Wuhan, nor will one find anywhere in the resolutions of 
the Communist International instructions to rectify this 
glaring lack of the most elementary weapon of a revolutionary 
party. The absence of a Communist Press was the final 
guarantee that the maintenance of "solidarity with the 
Kuomintang Left" meant the complete subordination of the 
Communists to the Kuomintang and the soft-pedalling of the 
Communists' "maximum demands." 

Writing of a party so securely strapped and bound as this, 
Stalin, in his April 2 I thesis, said : " While fighting in the 
ranks of the revolutionary Kuomintang, the Communist 
Party must preserve its independence more than ever before." 38 

" Preserve?" echoed Trotsky. "But to this day the 
Communist Party has had no such independence. Precisely 
its lack of independence is the source of all the evils and all the 
mistakes .... Instead of making an end once and for all to 
the practice of yesterday, (Stalin) proposes to retain it, 'more 
than ever before.' But this means that they want to retain 
the ideological and organizational dependence of the prole
tarian party upon a petty bourgeois party, which is inevitably 
converted into an instrument of the big bourgeoisie." 3 9 
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at length about the liberal reform of peasant conditions and 
inveighed against 'excesses.' After assuming his post, Tang 
Ping-shan immediately issued instructions to the peasants 
forbidding ' rash acts' against the tuhao and gentry, threaten
ing ' severe punishment.' "46 

" At present there is a crisis in the peasant emancipation 
movement," said one of the first manifestoes of the Communist 
Minister of Agriculture. " (It is) a transitional period ... 
a period of much struggle and chaos, of acts that are premature 
and of deeds that confuse the main issue. Some of this is 
attributable to excessive demands on the part of the peasants. 
While excessive demands must be attributed to, and are logical 
results of, the long suppression of the peasants . . . it remains 
a matter of necessity that they be checked and controlled .... 
The Government therefore announces its policy that all 
irresponsible acts and illegal deeds of the peasants be nipped 
in the bud in the interests of the majority (?) of the peasants 
and the larger phase of the peasant movement. . . . All 
elements in the village sympathetic to the cause of the revolu
tion must be gathered and organized under its banner and 
to that end peace must reign in the villages. It must not be 
annihilated by the peasants' excessive demands. As to the 
local tyrannical landlords and gentry, these must be left to be 
dealt with by the Government. Free action by the peasant.s 
resulting in their arrest or their execution is punishable by 
law .... " 47 

In the Ministry of Labour, the Communist, Hsu Chao-jen, 
sang the same tune. "There are many evidences of infantile 
activity on the part of the newly-liberated (?) sections of 
labour and the peasantry. This is causing a serious gap in the 
revolutionary alliance," he wrote in a circular issued a few 
days after he took office. 48 

Thus spoke the voice of the landlords and the bourgeoisie 
through the megaphone of the " revolutionary " Government 
of the " revolutionary " Kuomintang-amplified and carried 
to the masses by the Communist Party ! 

" The Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Labour 
were no different in any respect from the rest of the bureau
cratic apparatus. . . . They did not publish a single law to 
diminish the sufferings of the workers and peasants, not one 
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decree to change the system of exploitation in the cities and 
villages .... No such decrees were even prepared for sub
mission to the Government. The work of these Communist 
Ministers ... in practice turned into the most rotten bour
geois bureaucratic rule. To efface our Communist physi
ognomy before the masses, we did not make one revolutionary 
proposal. To cloak the counter-revolution, we did not criticize 
the errors of the Wuhan Government."49 

Throughout the mass orga;izations the effort was made to 
persuade the workers and peasants that their salvation lay 
in unity with those who oppressed them. Hsiang Chung
fah, head of the Hupeh Provincial General Labour Union, 
later to become secretary of the Communist PartY',* busied 
himself with the organization of joint meetings between 
the trade unionists and the merchants and capitalists in an 
effort to carry out Wang Ching-wei's instruction that the 
"small capitalists must unite with the labourers." 50 Acting 
under the orders of the Ministry ofLabour, the Hupeh General 
Labour Union abdicated the police powers it had assumed. 51 

J en Hsu, general secretary of the All-China Peasant 
Association, complained that "the peasant movement in 
Hupeh developed too rapidly," and announced that the 
association had decided to " moderate " the peasant up
surge in order to ensure protection of the land of the "revolu
tionary officers." 52 The Hupeh Provincial Peasant Association 
obediently followed suit. " In compliance with the instruc
tions of the Central Kuomintang and the Nationalist Govern
ment," it ordered all branch associations " to prevent immature 
actions in the peasant movement. . . . Efforts must be 
made," it urged, " to consolidate the front and to seek for 
closer co-operation between the propertyless peasants, the 
small landlords, the merchants, and the manufacturers. . . . 
Confiscation of the property of military men of the revolution 
or the property of those who are not local rowdies and bad 
gentry is banned." 53 Wang Ching-wei, it is recorded, com
plained to Borodin that the peasants were not heeding these 
instructions and were seizing the land wherever they could. 
"Borodin denied that he was responsible for the movement. 

* He was arrested in Shanghai and shot at Chiang Kai-shek's orders in 
June, 1931. 
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Wang then asked Borodin what he proposed to do about 
it. Borodin could only answer to the effect that the only way 
was to modify the movement." 54 

" Solidarity with the Kuomintang Left wing " was ordained 
from above. To maintain that solidarity the Communist 
Party had to abdicate its class role and abandon its historic 
mission. The impact of the class struggle drove the politicians 
of Wuhan into the arms of the bourgeoisie and the gentry, 
whose instrument the Wuhan Government had become-and 
to the Kuomintang and to this Government the Communists 
were bound by the direct instructions of the Communist Inter
national. The Communist leaders, " under the influence of 
the fright and hesitancy of the Kuomintang leaders, were 
unable to put forward a programme of revolutionary action 
to solve the land problem." 55 

" The infantile acts of the poor peasants," complained the 
Communist Central Committee on May I 5, " are making 
the petty bourgeoisie go away from us." 5 6 Borodin, Roy, and the 
Communist leaders were busy in these critical days-" keeping 
the petty bourgeoisie with us." By "petty bourgeoisie" they 
did not mean the great mass of artisans, petty traders, small 
shopkeepers, and the lower strata of the peasantry who could 
and would have swarmed to a truly proletarian banner. They 
meant the small landlords, the " revolutionary " officers, and 
the politicians of the Left Kuomintang. The great masses of the 
workers, the peasantry, and the petty bourgeoisie were left 
leaderless. Reactionary forces in the towns and in the country
side were materially strengthened thereby and they soon moved 
to reassert their supremacy. 

While the Wuhan leaders and the Communists wailed at the 
" excesses " of the peasants and pleaded for the " restoration 
of order," militarist forces soon emerged to restore "order" 
in their own way. The " revolutionary army" moved in to 
accomplish by force what the Wuhan politicians wanted 
but could not achieve by persuasion. 

A few hours after nightfall on May 2 I in Changsha, the 
capital of Hunan, rifle and machine-gun fire split the darkness. 
At one o'clock General Hsu Keh-chang, commander of the 
local garrison and subordinate of General Tang Sheng-chih, 
ordered his men, the 33rd Battalion of the 35th Army, to tie 
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white bands around their arms. At their head he marched 
to the headquarters of the Hunan Provincial General Labour 
Union. Four pickets, two women, and a fifth man were shot 
down at the gate and the soldiers swarmed into the building. 
In quick succession raiding squads stormed the provincial 
Kuomintang headquarters, the Party school, and the premises 
occupied by all the many mass organizations of workers, 
peasants, and students. The headquarters were smashed and 
all their occupants either shot' out of hand or arrested. The 
shooting continued almost until dawn. 

The next morning the city was plastered with bills : " Down 
with the extremists ! " "Support Chiang Kai-shek!" Hsu 
Keh-chang announced that he had been " forced " to take , 
action because the pickets and the peasant guards were planning 
to disarm his men, an explanation that was no longer original 
after the Shanghai events only six weeks previously. Hsu 
likewise announced that the Hunan provincial Kuomintang 
and Government would be "reorganized," and a committee, 
appointed by the military, was set up for that purpose. 

News of the events in Changsha on the night of May 21 

trickled slowly into print in Wuhan. Not until four weeks 
later57 did the Press carry full accounts, and that was when a 
delegation arrived from Hunan to petition the Government for 
protection from marauding troops who had established a 
reign of terror throughout the province. A whole month had 
already passed, a month of cowardly indecision and treacherous 
betrayal in Wuhan. 

The raids on May 2 I proved to be only the opening phase of 
the bloodiest chapter in the history of the disasters of 1927 in 
China. To the open space outside the west gate of Changsha 
at nightfall and at dawn, arrested workers, peasants, and 
students were marched and shot down in batches. The 
soldiers amused themselves with the women victims, despatching 
them with bullets fired upward into the body through the 
vagina. 58 The men were subjected to nameless tortures. 
Many who were not decapitated were sliced through the body 
at the hips. After the first wave of killings, Changsha settled 
down to a routine of at least ten, and often as many as thirty, 
executions daily. Once begun at the provincial capital, the 
terror spread and took a ghastly toll. Within a few days more 
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than one hundred were killed at Henyang. On :\fay 24, at 
Sangteh, six hundred active members of the local peasant 
association were mowed down by machine-guns. \\-'hen the 
soldiers rose at Liuyang, the peasants fled towards Changsha. 
There Hsu Keh-chang met them with machine-guns, leaving 
one hundred and thirty men and women dead and dying in 
front of the city gate. During the course of the next few months 
no less than twenty thousand lleasant men and women and 
village workers fell before this juggernaut. For the scores 
killed by the revolution, the reaction took the lives of thousands. 

On the morrow of May 21, an attempt was made to mobilize 
the scattered guards for a counter-attack. Local leaders 
ordered the concentration of the armed detachments in the 
hills outside of Changsha. Peasant guards and pickets made 
their way with their rifles to the appointed place. Within a 
few days an army of several thousands, bitter with the loss 
of wives and sisters, fathers and brothers, stood ready to march 
on Changsha, which Hsu Keh-chang held with one thousand 
seven hundred men. The peasants counted on bottling up the 
Changsha garrison, reoccupying the city, and organizing their 
forces on a province-wide scale. They counted, above all, on 
quick aid from Wuhan. 

They were already on the march when word came from the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party in Wuhan to 
cancel plans for the attack on Changsha and" to await action 
of the National Government for a settlement of the question." 5 9 

The All-China Trade Union Federation and the All-China 
Peasant Association sent a joint wire on May 27 : " To the 
Provincial Peasant Union and the Provincial Labour Union, 
care of the Siangtan and Siangsang unions : The Central 
Government has appointed a committee of five which left 
here this morning for the settlement of the Changsha incident. 
Please notify all peasant and labour comrades of the province 
to be patient and wait for the Government officials in order to 
avoid further friction." 60 The representative of the Communist 
Central Committee in Hunan issued orders for the retreat of 
all the peasant units. They reached all but two detachments 
of Liuyuanghsien fighters, who marched up to the gates of the 
city at the time stipulated and were there wiped out by Hsu 
Keh-chang's machine-guns. The delay enabled Ho Chien, 
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who was due to hold the province in fieffrom Chiang Kai-shek, 
to send two regiments down from Y ochow to reinforce the 
Changsha garrison. In a few days the opportunity to strike 
back and mobilize the whole province was lost. Reaction 
gripped the pommel of the Hunan saddle and would not 
again be dislodged. 61 

The "committee of five" sent down from Wuhan was 
headed by Tang Ping-shan. Chiu Chiu-pei records that 
Borodin accompanied the party62 that left Hankow on May 26 
" to carry out the task of restoring order." But they got no 
farther than the Hunan border. At Y ochow they were turned 
back by the troops of General Ho Chien. The task of restor
ing "order" had already been undertaken by abler instruments 
of counter-revolution. ss 

The "reorganized" provincial Government ordered the 
immediate restoration of the lien pao system (collective family 
and village responsibility for the offences of individuals). 
Decrees were issued offering protection to those who would 
denounce Communists and active leaders of the mass organiza
tions. In the process of" reorganizing" the tangpus and other 
bodies, all the former leaders, wherever caught, were shot 
without ceremony. All land seized from the landlords or from 
the temples was ordered restored to the " rightful " owners. 
The plan for calling a provincial delegates' assembly was 
cancelled and the hundred-odd delegates already in Changsha 
awaiting the first session, scheduled for June I, were executed 
en masse. Schools were closed down. Girl students were 
subjected to frightful indignities. Reactionary newspapers 
which had been suppressed resumed publication. Haosen 
emigres who had fled the peasants' wrath returned in droves 
and filled the posts in the newly-reorganized Party and Govern
ment. With them they brought the money with which they 
filled the private coffers of Hsu Keh-chang and Ho Chien. 64 



CHAPTER XIV 

MOSCOW AND WUHAN 
• 

W hile in Changsha and a hundred other Hunan towns 
workers and peasants were being led out for execution 

by soldiers of the Kuomintang, delegates from all over the 
world were meeting in the Kremlin in Moscow at the eighth 
plenary session of the Executive Committee of the Communist 
International. Although Hsu Keh-chang's military coup in 
Changsha took place three days after the plenum opened, only 
two or three of those present in Moscow knew that the ensuing 
days, until the plenum ended on May 30, were the bloodiest 
days of the terror in Hunan. The plenum itself met, however, 
in an atmosphere of terror all its own. 

Theoretically, the Executive Committee of the Comintern 
was, after the world congress, the highest policy-determining 
body in the International. Actually policy was determined 
by the Russian delegation and the Russian delegation was 
dominated by Stalin. Stalin's drive for the elimination of the 
Opposition led by Trotsky was entering its final phases. The 
sessions of the E.C.C.I. revealed the profound cleavage that 
already separated the contending forces, the nascent petty 
bourgeois reaction embodied in the Stalinist apparatus, and 
the Opposition, to which the best of the proletarian Old 
Bolsheviks adhered. It was revealed in the difference on all 
the main issues of the day, the internal course in the Soviet 
Union, the Anglo-Russian Trade Union Unity Committee, 
the threat of war, and, most sharply of all, the problems and 
the fate of the Chinese revolution.* 

* The Opposition was not a homogeneous body. It was composed of a bloc 
of the original Left Opposition led by Trotsky and the so-calied Leningrad 
Opposition of Zinoviev and Kamenev, who had originally united with Stalin in a 
" triumvirate " directed against Trotsky and had passed into opposition only in 
1926. On the Chinese question important differences existed between the two 
groups and between Trotsky and Radek. As chairman of the Communist Inter
national Zinoviev had stood sponsor, as late as March, 1926, for the resolution 
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The plenum met at a time when events everywhere were 
directly confirming the crushing correctness of the Opposition's 
criticisms of Stalin's course. The domestic policy of orienting 
the regime on the support of the kulaks, or rich peasants, under 
Bukharin's famous slogan: "Enrich yourselves ! " had 
already undermined the proletarian power to an alarming 
degree.1 Far more obvious, especially to the foreign delegates, 
was the bankruptcy of the Stalinist policies in Britain and in 
China. The two pillars of the Kremlin's strategy in the struggle 
against British imperialism had collapsed, the Anglo-Russian 
Committee, the bloc with Purcell, Hicks, and Citrine, 2 and 
the Kuomintang, the bloc with Chiang Kai-shek. 

The diplomatic break with Britain occurred while the 
plenum sat. The same week the Anglo-Russian Committee, 
regarded by Stalin as a prime weapon against the anti-Soviet 
war plans of Downing Street, dissolved into thin air. While 
the plenum sat, too, the new articles of faith in Wang Ching-
of the Sixth Plenum of the E. C. C. I. which canonized the bloc of classes in China. 
Stalin, in 1924-5, had produced the idea of" worker-peasant parties" for the 
East, and had identified the Kuomintang as the model example of such parties. 
Following him, Radek had regarded the Canton regime as a worker-peasant 
government. In the subsequent Opposition bloc, these differences intruded them
selves. The Zinoviev group demanded the insertion of the formula of the " demo
cratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry" into the Opposition platform. 
The Trotsky group, over Trotsky's protest, voted to accept it for the sake of the 
general agreement on other issues. Trotsky, whose single vote had been consis
tently cast in the Russian Polit-bureau against subordination of the Communist 
Party to the Kuomintang ever since 1923, continued, nevertheless, to present the 
essential kernel of his own views. The Stalin-Bukharin majority was able to 
contrast these views, with some effect, to those of Zinoviev, especially on the 
estimate of the attitude toward the Wuhan Government and the question of with
drawal from the Kuomintang. In their speeches and articles on the Chinese 
question, both Stalin and Bukharin devoted much time and space to baiting the 
Opposition on the basis of its internal differences. 

While the. real differences were by no means unimportant, the fundamental 
logic of the Opposition standpoint as a whole led directly to the demand for with
drawal of the Chinese Communist Party from the Kuomintang, and this was always 
recognized by its opponents as the essential Opposition demand. On the key 
question of the creation of Soviets there was no difference in the Opposition 
ranks. 

References in the text to the Russian Opposition mean primarily the consistent 
Left Opposition led by Trotsky. Zinoviev, Kamenev, and Radek capitulated to 
Stalin in 1928, but this act, and others that followed, did not save them from the 
fate that awaited them at the hands of the Thermidorian reaction eight years 
later. 

The differences within the Opposition deserve further study which lies beyond 
the scope of this book. Those relating to the Chinese question are touched on 
briefly in a letter from Trotsky to Max Shachtman in 1930, published by the latter 
in his introduction to Trotsky's Problems qfthe Chinese Revolution, pp. 18-20. Zino
viev's views will be found jn his " Theses on the Chinese Revolution," printed in 
the appendices to the same volume. 
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wei, Tang Sheng-chih, & Co., in Wuhan and Changsha were 
being blotted out by the blood of Hunan workers and peasants. 

In these circumstances Stalin was not inclined to provide 
the Opposition with the public forum to which all the tradi
tions of Bolshevism and the real interests of the Soviet Union 
and the international revolutionary movement entitled it. 
The plenums of the Executive Committee of the Comintern 
had previously taken place in Andreyev Hall, the former 
throne room of the Czars insitl.e the Kremlin. Hundreds of 
Communists, Russian and foreign, used to fill the great hall to 
listen to the reports and the speeches. These were reproduced 
verbatim in day-to-day accounts published in the Russian 
Press and in the English, German, and French organs of the 
Comintern. This procedure, still followed as recently as the 
two plenums held during the preceding year, 3 was now 
abruptly scrapped. The Eighth Plenum, contrary to all 
precedents in the history of the Communist International, met 
under quasi-conspiratorial conditions. Only a brief, belated, 
eight-line communique in the Press announced that it had 
convened. 4 

Albert Treint, than a member of the presidium of the 
Executive Committee of the Comintern, a member of the 
special sub-committee on China at the Eighth Plenum, and a 
confirmed opponent of "Trotskyism," described the session 
in the following words : 

" The last plenum of the Executive was held in the small 
room usually used for meetings of the presidium-and this on 
the pretext that in Moscow, capital of the world revolution 
and the proletarian State, there was no other room available 
for the Executive Committee of the Comintern. In reality, 
it was a question of preventing the Russian comrades, usually 
invited to our international sittings, from attending the discus
sions, where they could have learned some of the things hidden 
from them. Political documents, bearing no secret character 
whatever, were delivered to the delegates only on the eve of 
the opening session of the Executive. Then the sessions of the 
plenum and its committees went on in unbroken succession, 
giving the delegates time to read these documents only most 
superficially if at all. 

" Delegates were forbidden to take copies of the stenograms 
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of their own speeches or to communicate them to anyone. 
As soon as the plenum ended, all documents had to be returned 
immediately, on pain of not receiving permits to leave. They 
tried to forbid members of the Executive from making declara
tions when voting, but in the end, following several protests, 
this decision was applied only to members of the Opposition. 
For the first time in the history of the International, no record 
of the discussions was published either in the Press of the 
U.S.S.R. or in the international Communist Press. Only 
the resolutions adopted and a few statements made during the 
discussion were published, but these lost their real meaning 
when detached in this way from the discussion from which 
they emerged." 5 

Beside the resolutions, a brief editorial by Pravda on May 3 I, 

and a communique by the secretariat of the E.C.C.I., 6 the 
Press a month later published Stalin's speech7 and a report 
made by Bukharin about the plenum to a Moscow Party 
meeting. 8 It was not until a year later, after oppositionists 
abroad had begun to publish the speeches made by Trotsky, 
that the Comintern issued a slim pamphlet in German contain
ing a few of the speeches on the Chinese question at the plenum. 9 

The full report of the proceedings was never published. 
Yet it was here that the differences on China were brought 

forward in boldest relief, especially when considered in con
junction with the events that were in precisely those days 
taking place on the territory of the Wuhan Government. 

In his speech, delivered on May 24, that is, three days after 
the Changsha overturn, Stalin reiterated his opposition to the 
creation of Soviets on the grounds that the Hankow Govern
ment and the Kuomintang were the organs of the agrarian 
revolution in China. 

" The agrarian revolution," he said, " constitutes the founda
tion and content of the bourgeois democratic revolution in 
China. The Kuomintang in Hankow and the Hankow 
Government are the centre of the bourgeois democratic 
revolutionary movement." 

Again : "Docs the Opposition understand that the creation 
of Soviets of workers' and peasants' deputies now is tanta
mount to the creation of a dual Government, shared by the 
Soviets and the Hankow Government, and necessarily and 
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inevitably leads to the slogan calling for the overthrow of the 
Hankow Government? ... It would be quite another matter 
were there no popular, revolutionary democratic organization 
such as the Left Kuomintang in China. But since there is 
such a specific revolutionary organization, adapted to the 
peculiarities of Chinese conditions and demonstrating its 
value for the further development of the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution in China-it would be stupid and unwise to destroy 
this organization, which it has '"taken so many years to build, 
at a moment when the bourgeois democratic revolution has 
just begun, has not yet conquered, and cannot be victorious 
for some time." 

Again : " Since China is experiencing an agrarian revolu
tion, . . . since Hankow is the centre of the revolutionary 
movement in China, it is necessary to support the Kuomintang 
in Wuhan. It is necessary that the Communists form a part 
of that Kuomintang and its revolutionary Government, on 
condition that the hegemony of the proletariat and its Party 
be secured both within and without the ranks of the Kuomin
tang. Is the present Hankow Government an organ of the 
revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry? 
No. So far it is not, nor will it be so very soon, but it has all 
the chances of developing into such an organ in the further 
development of the revolution .... "lO 

Stalin wanted the "hegemony of the proletariat" in the 
Kuomintang and the Hankow Government which he expected 
to carry through the agrarian revolution. Trotsky argued in 
reply that the Wuhan leaders would break on the issue of the 
agrarian revolution and that the " hegemony of the prole
tariat" was realizable only if the masses were mobilized into 
Soviets really capable of leading the peasants in the crucial 
struggle for the land. 

" The bloc of Hankow leaders is not yet a revolutionary 
Government," he warned. "To create and spread any 
illusions on this score means to condemn the revolution to 
death. Only the ... Soviets can serve as the basis for the 
revolutionary Government."11 

Again : " Stalin has again declared himself here against 
the workers' and peasants' Soviets with the argument that the 
Kuomintang and the Wuhan Government are sufficient 
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means and instruments for the agrarian revolution. Thereby 
Stalin assumes and wants the International to assume the 
responsibility for the policy of the Kuomintang and the Wuhan 
Government, as he repeatedly assumed the responsibility for 
the policy of the former 'National Government' of Chiang 
Kai-shek .... We have nothing in common with this policy. 
We do not want to assume even a shadow of responsibility 
for the policy of the Wuhan Government and the leadership 
of the Kuomintang, and we urgently advise the Comintern to 
reject this responsibility. We say directly to the Chinese 
peasants : The leaders of the Left Kuomintang of the type 
of Wang Ching-wei and Co. will inevitably betray you if you 
follow the Wuhan heads instead of forming your own inde
pendent Soviets .... Politicians of the Wang Ching-wei type, 
under difficult conditions, will unite ten times with Chiang 
Kai-shek against the workers and peasants. Under such 
conditions two Communists in a bourgeois Government become 
impotent hostages, if not a direct mask for the preparation 
of a new blow against the working masses. We say to the 
workers of China : The peasants will not carry out the 
agrarian revolution to the end if they let themselves be led by 
petty bourgeois radicals instead of by you, the revolutionary 
proletarians. Therefore build up your workers' Soviets, ally 
them with the peasant Soviets, arm yourselves through the 
Soviets, draw soldiers' representatives into the Soviets, shoot 
the generals who do not recognize the Soviets, shoot the 
bureaucrats and bourgeois liberals who will organize uprisings 
against the Soviets. Only through the peasants' and soldiers' 
Soviets will you win over the majority of Chiang Kai-shek's 
soldiers to your side. You, the advanced Chinese proletarians, 
would be traitors to your class and your historic mission, 
were you to believe that an organization of leaders, petty 
bourgeois and compromising in iipirit . . . is capable of 
substituting for workers', peasants', and soldiers' Soviets 
embracing millions upon millions. The Chinese bourgeois 
democratic revolution will go forward and be victorious either 
in the Soviet form or not at all."l2 

The key passages of the resolution adopted at the plenum 
were the following : 
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" The Executive Committee of the Communist Inter
national deems erroneous the point of view of those who 
under-estimate the Hankow Government and deny its 
reality, its great revolutionary role. The Government of 
Hankow and the leaders of the Left Kuomintang represent 
by their class composition not only the peasants, the workers, 
and the artisans, but also a section of the middle bourgeoisie. 
That is why the Hankow Government, which is a Govern
ment of the Left wing of the Kuomintang, is not yet the . 
dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry, but it is 
on the path toward such a dictatorship and, with the 
development of the class struggle of the proletariat, losing its 
bourgeois radicals temporarily travelling the same road, 
surmounting betrayals, it will inevitably develop toward 
such a dictatorship .... 

" The Executive Committee of the Communist Inter
national particularly calls the attention of the Chinese 
Party to the fact that now, more than ever, contact between 
the revolutionary Government and the masses is necessary. 
It is only by this close contact, realized primarily with the 
ajd of the Kuomintang, only through determined orientation 
toward the masses, that it will be possible to strengthen the 
authority of the revolutionary Government and its role 
as the organizing centre of the revolution. The task of the 
Communist Party is to assure such an' orientation on the 
part of the Hankow Government. Without the realization 
of this task, without the unfolding of a mass movement, with
out the agrarian revolution, without a decisive improvement 
in the situation of the working class, without the trans
formation of the Kuomintang into a large and real organiza
tion of the toiling masses, without the future strengthening 
of the unions and the growth of the Communist Party, 
without the closest connection between the Hankow Govern
ment and the masses, it is impossible to lead the revolution 
to its crowning victory. 

" In the present conditions in China, the Communist 
Party is for the war waged by Hankow. It is responsible 
for the policy of the Wuhan Government, into which it 
enters directly. It is for facilitating the tasks of this Govern
ment by every means. That is why the Communist Party 
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can have nothing, ' in principle,' against the tactic of 
proceeding cautiously. Responsible for the policy of the 
Government, the Communist Party would commit an utter 
folly if, whatever the circumstances, it rejected the tactic 
of compromise, that is, it undertook to fight on all fronts 
at the same time. 

" That is why the E.C.C.I. considers that this question 
must be settled concretely ip. conformity with the concrete 
conditions, which cannot be foreseen in advance. . . . The 
admissibility of a tactic of tacking must be reflected in the 
economic policy of the Government, which is under no 
obligation at all to carry out the immediate confiscation 
of all foreign enterprises .... "13 

Having thus left the door wide open to " proceeding 
cautiously," the resolution called on the Chinese Communists 
to" deepen" the agrarian revolution, to arm and to mobilize 
the masses. These phrases would ·be cited later to prove that 
the Chinese Communist leaders had " sabotaged " the instruc
tions of the Comintern. That the agrarian revolution was 
made wholly dependent upon the Hankow Government as 
the "organizing centre of the revolution" for which the 
Communists, under orders, assumed the fullest responsibility, 
would be conveniently forgotten, like the orders to mobilize 
the masses for recruitment into the Kuomintang-(" into the 
hands of the executioners,'' said Trotsky)-and the orders 
to "strengthen the authority" of the Hankow Government. 
Without this link between Wuhan and the masses, achieved 
" primarily with the aid of the Kuomintang," victory, the 
Comintern decreed, was impossible. 

But what if the Hankow Government proved unwilling ? 
What if it not only proved unwilling to go along with the 
agrarian revolt but openly opposed it? This crucial question 
was neither raised nor answered in the formal resolution 
adopted by the plenum. Stalin and Bukharin spoke of the 
"great revolutionary role" of the Hankow Government, 
but they knew perfectly well that the Hankow Government 
would never sanction, no less lead, the agrarian revolution. 
On the other hand, they regarded the co-operation of the 
politicians and generals of Hankow as indispensable~ and from 
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this they drew the logical conclusion that it was necessary to 
keep the agrarian revolution within limits that would not 
frighten away these allies. That is what was really meant by 
" proceeding cautiously." 

This was the point of view set forth by Bukharin at the meet
ing of the sub-committee on the Chinese question, composed 
of himself, Ercoli ofl taly, and Treint of France. Treint, until 
that moment a staunch lieutenant of Stalin and a leader in the 
campaign against " Trotskyism," balked at this perspective, 
declaring it would lead to the armed suppression ofthe peasants. 
Called into the discussion by Bukharin, Stalin declared that 
failure to check the peasants would " turn the Left bourgeoisie 
against us ", and he displayed telegrams from Borodin " show
ing that the leadership of the Kuomintang was determined to 
fight against the agrarian revolution even if it meant a break 
with the Comintern." Against this possibility," said Stalin, 
it was necessary to " manceuvre."14 

"To fight now means certain defeat," argued Stalin. "To 
manceuvre is to gain, with time, the possibility of growing 
stronger and of fighting later in conditions where victory will 
be possible. It is possible to manceuvre without compromising 
anything," he went on. " The agrarian revolution frightens 
the Kuomintang only to the extent that it directly strikes at 
its own members and the officers of the armies. I propose to 
send instructions to Borodin to oppose the confiscation and 
division of land belonging to members of the Kuomintang or 
officers of the Nationalist army." 

When Treint demanded to know whether the Communists 
would be expected to support Hankow in the armed suppression 
of the peasants, he says Bukharin replied in the affirmative. 
At this point, Stalin interjected : "Bukharin is drawing 
extreme logical conclusions, but things will not happen that 
way. We have sufficient authority over the Chinese masses 
to make them accept our decisions."* 

* Treint adds that he insisted on having a proviso added to the instructions 
ordering opposition to any attempt at a use of force by the Hankow regime. "We 
are agreed in principle," he says Stalin replied, " but it is useless to send instruc• 
tions relating to problems which are not before us. I repeat that we have enough 
authority over the masses in China to have no need of using force." Treint made 
only mild reservations at the plenum itself, but he was shortly afterward expelled 
from the French Communist Party. It may be apropos to remark, in weighing 
this evidence, that Treint remains until this day, what he was then, a confirmed 
opponent of" Trotskyism." 
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Unfortunately, by the time the instructions of the Eighth 
Plenum and Stalin's telegram arrived in Hankow on June I, 

the Kuomintang generals were already exercising their own 
" sufficient authority " over the masses. Sponsorship of the 
agrarian revolt led inexorably towards a break with the Left 
Kuomintang leaders. Yet such a break was expressly for
bidden. Creation of Soviets, which could provide a framework 
for the mobilization of the masses to carry through the agrarian 
revolt, was proscribed, for such a course meant" struggle against 
the revolutionary Kuomintang," against the Hankow Govern
ment, the " organizing centre of the revolution." The public 
resolution of the E.C.C.I. demanded independe.nt action for 
the" deepening" of the agrarian revolution. Stalin's telegram 
ordered that it be kept within the limits needed to preserve 
the alliance with the generals and the politicians. These 
directives cancelled each other and left the Chinese Communists 
in hopeless confusion. 

Stalin's telegram as given by Chen Tu-hsiu, who received 
it,* contained the following points :15 

I. " Confiscate the land . . . not using the name of the 
Nationalist Government, but do not touch the land of the 
military officers." 

This was merely a repetition, in essence, of the formula 
already adopted in principle by the Kuomintang Land 
Commission and the Fifth Congress of the Communist Party. 
Wang Ching-wei had bitterly opposed any form of land 
confiscation precisely because he realized that " from the gentry 
of Hunan and Hupeh the majority of the subaltern officers of 
the Second, Sixth, and Eighth armies were drawn."16 Wang, 
on his part, preferred to stay with the generals than to go with 
the. masses. As Chen Tu-hsiu later put it, " not a single one 
of the bourgeoisie, landlords, tuchuns (war-lords), and gentry 
ofHunan and Hupeh provinces but was the kinsman, relative, 

* In a speech on August r, 1927, Stalin quoted from a directive" relating to 
May, 1927," that was apparently the text or a draft of the June r wire. It listed 
all the points substantially as given by Chen Tu-hsiu. Stalin omitted only to 
quote the qualification concerning confiscation of officers' land. According to his 
version, the directive began: "Without an agrarian revolution, victory is impos
sible." A line further : "Excesses must be combatted, not, however, with troops, but 
through the peasant unions." Stalin's text italicizes the first sentence. We have 
italicized the second. Cf. Stalin, Marxism and the National and Colonial Question, 
p. 249· 
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or old friend of the officers of that time. All the landowners 
were directly or indirectly protected by the officers." 17 To 
use Trotsky's phrase, these instructions converted the armies 
" into mutual insurance societies for the landlords, large and 
small. " 18 

2. "Check the peasants' over-zealous action with the power 
of Party headquarters." 

"We did execute this shameful policy," wrote Chen Tu
hsiu. The peasants' "over-zealousness " was already being 
" checked," not by the authority of the Communist Party 
but by the generals of the Kuomintang. 

3· " Destroy the present unreliable generals, arm 20,000 

Communists, and select so,ooo worker and peasant elements 
in Hunan and Hupeh to create a new army." 

Who was going to destroy the generals ? And how was this 
to be done so long as the Communists had to remain inside 
the Kuomintang and inside its government? "I suppose," 
said Chen Tu-hsiu, " that we should still have pitifully begged 
the Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang to 
discharge them." As we shall see, that was precisely the idea. 
How was a new army to be created without coming into 
collision at once with the generals of the Kuomintang ? 
And how could this be achieved if no attempt had been made 
to organize the ranks of the army into their own Soviets, thus 
bringing them into direct contact with the masses of workers 
and peasants ? 

4· " Put new worker and peasant elements in the Central 
Executive Committee of the Kuomintang to take the place of 
the old members." 

Writing of this only a year later, Chiu Chiu-pei did not dare 
quote directly from Stalin's telegram, but ventured to quote a 
parallel passage from No. 71 of the Communist International: 
" On the one hand we must consolidate the national revolu
tionary army and the Kuomintang .... On the other hand 
. . . we must seek means whereby, not shaking the united 
front, we shall change the class groupings within the Kuomin
tang, in the National Government, and in the armies." This, 
wrote Chiu cautiously, " was indeed extremely difficult 
because to change the class groupings in the army meant the 
capture of the army by the Communist Party .... (It meant) 
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a certain social policy (?) had to be put in force boldly to solve 
the livelihood problems of the soldiers, the peasants, and the 
broad masses. This not only required encroachment upon 
the bourgeoisie but also upon the petty bourgeois traders."19 

5· " Organize a revolutionary court with a well-known 
member of the Kuomintang as its chairman to try the 
reactionary officers." 

This was the means proposed for " destroying " the reac
tionary generals. On this basi~ the Communists approved the 
appointment of Tang Sheng-chih to judge Hsu Keh-chang. 
Perhaps Moscow now wanted Wang Ching-wei to judge Tang 
Sheng-chih? That was the conclusion Roy drew. 

The members of the Communist Central Committee, 
confused by the accumulated results of their own errors, were 
dumbfounded and perplexed by these instructions. Chen 
Tu-hsiu somewhat inelegantly expressed their feelings when 
he said it was like trying to take a bath in a urinal. Even 
Stalin's own deputy, he relates, " saw no possibility of carrying 
them out." The Central Committee wired its thanks to 
Moscow, pleading only that the designated objectives " could 
not be realized immediately."2° 

( Roy, however, was a sterling World Bolshevik and he under
stood that co-operation with the Kuomintang was the thing. 
He promptly showed Stalin's telegram to Wang Ching-wei 
and asked him to endorse it. "I am quite sure," he is quoted 
as saying to Wang, "that you would approve of it."21 

Incomprehensibly, Wang did not approve at all. He did not 
want to " destroy the unreliable generals." He preferred to 
unite with them to crush both the Communists and the mass 
movement. Roy learned to his dismay that the Left Kuomin
tang did have a way out other than" following us." That was 
the one little detail Stalin had overlooked. His plan needed 
Wang Ching-wei's approval. And Wang Ching-wei did not 
approve. 

On May 28, in Moscow, Trotsky had written in a letter to 
the plenum : " The whole revolution cannot be made 
dependent upon whether or not the pusillanimous bourgeois 
leadership of the Kuomintang accepts our well-meaning 
advice. It cannot accept it. The agrarian revolution cannot 
be accomplished with the consent of Wang Ching-wei, but in 
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f Wang Ching-wei and in struggle against him .... 
r this we need a really independent Communist Party, 

1 does not implore the leaders but resolutely leads the 
s. There is no other road and there can be none."22 

~tsky's warnings were brushed aside, however, and a ,;1 resolution of the Eighth Plenum condemned him for 
fcating the creation of Soviets.23 A brief communique 
mnced that " the plenum ~pproved the transformation 

~
e Wuhan Government and the Kuomintang into a 
cratic dictatorship of the workers and peasants,"24 and 
a solemnly proclaimed that " the decisions of the Com

,ist International on the Chinese question give the only 
~ct answer to the most important questions of the Chinese 
:>lution. " 25 

Hankow the Chinese Communists were trying in their 
way not to deny the " great revolutionary role " of the 

mintang Government. That was why they countermanded 
peasant attack on Changsha and turned instead to the 
ernment with requests for a "settlement." The Hupeh 
eral Labour Union, the Provincial Peasant Association, 
the Merchants' Union issued a joint telegram : 
Unfortunately ... a misunderstanding has arisen among 
workers, peasants, and soldiers in Hunan province. But 
will not interfere in our sacred task of revolution. The 
ernment has despatched a special commission for concilia-

A satisfactory settlement may be expected in a few 
•· ... We have decided unanimously to carry out all 
policies and orders adopted and promulgated by the 

ernment. We shall do our best to strengthen the united 
t of workers, peasants, and merchants to support the 
ant policy of the Party. We thoroughly understand that 
only way to save the present difficult situation is practical 
peration between the Government and the masses of the 
)}e. . . . As regards the incident in Hunan, we hope 

the Government will settle the . case . . . and will 
~antee that hereafter similar incidents shall not occur." 26 

'ang Ching-wei, however, declared that those responsible 
the Changsha events were really the peasants, who had 
:d to seize the land for themselves. " He opposed the 
>osal of Borodin and the Communists that the Central 
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Executive Committee (of the Kuomintang) should orde 
attack on the revolting army and the punishment o. 
guilty officers, as he realized that they had been acting 
grave provocation. Instead, Tang Sheng-chih was se 
Changsha to investigate into the affair and restore peace." 

To this decision the Communists bowed. Propaga 
theses issued for use among the masses counselled " wa 
patiently for a settlement."2 S jlaving tried in vain to" pac 
the Hunan peasants, the Communists now hoped onl 
" pacify " Tang Sheng-chih, assuring the masses that he 
a loyal believer in the Three People's Principles and 
see that justice was done. They could cling now only to t 
vain hopes and false promises because their whole pre 
course had cut them off from the landless peasants in 
army, the rank and file soldiers to whom they might h 
appealed over the heads of the officers and the generals. T 
would have been a potent court of appeal. Unfortunate 
it did not exist. 

In February, 1927, that is before Chiang Kai-shek's over
turn, the central organ of the Communist International had 
written : " The Chinese Communist Party and the conscious 
Chinese workers must not in any circumstances pursue a 
tactic which would disorganize the revolutionary armies, just 
because the influence of the bourgeoisie is to a certain degree 
strong there." 29 What was the result ofleaving untouched by 
propaganda and organizational work this " certain degree " 
of" bourgeois influence"? Turn again to Chiu Chiu-pei :30 

"We did not pay any attention to the soldiers. Even where 
there were cases of fraternization between the soldiers and 
the workers, it was only superficial. The concrete demands 
of the soldiers were not set forth. They were not propagandized. 
The demands of the worker and peasant and soldier masses 
were not combined. We paid attention only to the connections 
with the army and divisional commanders or to the decorative 
work of the political departments. These political departments 
beautified the ugly counter-revolutionary faces of the division 
and army commanders. If the masses were disgusted with the 
military, they often expressed it in a disgust for the soldiers. 
The soldier masses were thereby very easily deceived by the 
militarists and persuaded that the workers1 peasants, and 
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were against the armies, seeking only to destroy 
and cause troubles in the rear."* 

t was not surprising, therefore, that the " national revolu
" armies, which Stalin had called the" armed people," 
be transformed into instruments of the counter

as soon as the " revolutionary " generals decided 
the time for being " revolutionary " had come to an end. 
Communists now could only cling to Tang Sheng-chih's 

desperately hoping 'hat he would not kick them 
When Tang arrived from the front on June 14 on his 
Changsha, the Communists issued a leaflet which said 

the "Hunan coup was a revolt against Tang Sheng-chih 
Tang ... has expressed good will towards the 

peasants." 31 

attempt was made to develop a campaign in favour of 
expedition against Hsu Keh-chang. Several mass 

were held and manifestoes were issued by various 
mass organizations calling upon the Government 

decisive action to liberate the peasants in Hunan. 
A group of eighty refugees from Hunan called at Central 
Kuomintang headquarters. "Although the Hunan delegates 
have been in Wuhan for more than twenty days ... still 
terror reigns in many districts of Hunan. The Central 
Kuomintang must send a punitive expedition against Hsu 
Keh-chang." 32 A still larger party of delegates from Hunan 
organizations called on General Tang personally to ask for 
action against Hsu. 

* A comparison of this passage with several from Trotsky's May 7 Theses is 
not uninstructive : 

" The political leadership, instead of embracing the masses of the army through 
soldiers' Soviets, has contented itself with a purely external copy of our political 
departments and commissars which, without an independent party and without 
soldiers' Soviets, have been transformed into an empty camouflage for bourgeois 
militarism." 

Again: "One would at least think that the military coup d'etat of Chiang 
Kai-shek had finally hammered into the minds of every revolutionist that trade 
unions separated from the army are one thing, and united workers' and soldiers' 
Soviets ... are quite another thing." 

Again: "If we do not want to permit the bourgeoisie to drive a wedge between 
the revolutionary masses and the army, then soldiers' Soviets must be fitted into 
the revolutionary chain (of workers', peasants' Soviets)."-Trotsky, Problems, 
pp. 49. 58, 78. 

The difference between Trotsky and Chiu Chiu-pei is that the former wrote 
these words in May, 1927, when corrective action was still possible. Chiu Chiu
pei's " confession " comes more than a year after the event. This is the difference 
between Marxism and empiricism. 
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"Labourers and peasants will never be suppressed,· 
promised them, " although some immature actions of 
labour and peasant movements should be corrected by 
Central Kuomintang. . .. Long live the revolutionary m' 
in Hunan ! " he cried. 33 The soldiers slaughtering the pea 
in Hunan were men under his command. 

Assigned by the Eighth Plenum to the task of assuring 
the Hankow Government would resolutely orient itself to 
the masses, the Communist Party on June 16 addresse · 
following letter to the Kuomintang : 

" The moment for carrying out the agrarian policy 
present. This is the historic task of the Kuomintang. 
future of the revolution depends upon whether or no 
Kuomintang takes decisive steps in this question. . .. 
Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party prop 
the following measures for the suppression of the count 
revolution : The Nationalist Government must issue 
decree declaring the committee of the insurrectionaries 1. 

Changsha to be counter-revolutionary and calling upon all 
soldiers to overthrow it. This committee must be dissolved 
and the rightful Government of the province re-established. 
A punitive expedition must be sent immediately to suppress 
the insurrection. Tang Sheng-chih must be authorized to 
send troops to overthrow the counter-revolution. The 
usurping local committee of the Kuomintang must be 
dissolved .... The workers' and peasants' organizations 
and the Communist Party must continue to exist unmolested 
in the province of Hunan. The Nationalist Government 
must order all arms to be returned to the workers' and 
peasants' guards. The peasantry must be armed to create 
a guarantee against further reactionary outbreaks. The 
Kuomintang must now take closer feeling with the masses 
of the people and lead them unanimously against the 
counter-revolution. Unless the Kuomintang and the 
Nationalist Government do this, the revolution will be 
endangered." 34 

Tang made a swift trip to Hunan, not to punish but to 
" investigate." Naturally his report completely justified the 
military coup there. 
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" I have found," he wired from Changsha on June 26, 
" that the workers' and peasants' movemeut, under the mis
guidance of their leaders, have broken loose from control and 
precipitated a reign of terror against the people (!). In 
defiance of the explicit orders of the Central Government for 
the protection of the revolutionary soldiers' families, they 
have everywhere extorted taxes and fines, abused people, and 
even murdered people. . . . Seeing this state of affairs . . . 
the soldiers who were stationed in Hunan rose for their self
defence .... Although Hsu Keh-chang's actions were ani
mated by a passion for justice, he has overstepped the limits of 
law and discipline. He should receive a light punishment in 
the form of a demerit but should be retained in the army 
service." He concluded with a demand that the provincial 
regime be "reorganized," and asked for power to deal with 
" a few party members who arc . . . planning to defy the 
Government." 35 Three days later the Government obediently 
responded by naming Tang Sheng-chih chairman of the 
Hunan provincial Government and distributing all the 
important provincial posts to his underlings. 36 

Moscow had "approved the transformation of the Wuhan 
Government and the Kuomintang into a democratic dictator
ship of the workers a.nd peasants," but the Wang Ching-weis of 
Wuhan, instead of taking this "inevitable" road, preferred 
to nestle in the bosom of Tang Sheng-chih. Hunan was 
irretrievably lost to the reaction. 

On the same day that the text of Tang Sheng-chih's telegram 
was published in Hankow, the central organ of the Communist 
International boasted reassuringly : 

"The panic-mongers of the Opposition have made much 
noise about the Changsha coup. They have spoken of a new 
defeat for the Chinese Revolution. Their cries will convince 
no one. Our party is closely following the events in China 
... confident in the strength of the Chinese Revolution. 
The uprising of the officers at Changsha, which met with the 
decided resistance of the workers and peasants (?), has already 
been suppressed." 37 

Shortly after the Hunan events, General Chu Pei-teh, who 
held Kiangsi province nominally in behalf of the Wuhan 
Government, expelled all Communists, trade union and 

301 



THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

peasant leaders, political commissioners and party workers. 
Before this new onslaught the Communists again retreated, 
deciding not to raise the demand for General Chu's dismissal 
because they "feared to drive General Chu away from the 
revolution," and they hoped to "neutralize" him by keeping 
quiet. 38 

" The mass of the poor peasants is the reliable basis of the 
revolutionary Wuhan Government, which can count upon 
the firm support of the peasant population," the central organ 
of the Comintern was still telling its readers on June 23. 39 

In truth, the masses had counted on the " revolutionary 
Wuhan Government " to support them. " The workers have 
faith in the Kuomintang leadership," said Tu Cheng-tsu, 
chairman of the General Miners Union of Hunan. " (They) 
feel that the Central Party will never sanction the suppression 
of labour and it is on this basis that they give the Party their 
support." 40 The masses were taught to count on Wuhan. 
Only Wuhan did not count on the masses. Instead it helped 
destroy the mass movement. 

Kiangsi had been lopped off without a struggle. Hunan 
was drenched in terror. Within an ever-narrowing circle, 
right up to Wuhan itself, the mass movement was abandoned 
to its fate. In Hupeh, " in Chienmen, Yitsang, and other 
hsien, the massacre goes on," ran the sombre report of a 
peasant union official on June 13. "Even ten li (three miles) 
from Hanyang, the tuhao are surrounding and killing the 
peasants. There used to be fifty-four hsien with peasant 
associations, but last week there were only twenty-t~ree. 
According to our estimate, the day before yesterday of 
these twenty-three hsien there were only four in which the 
peasants were holding their own. To-day, not one hsien is 
left." 41 

Without the independent organization of the masses into 
Soviets, without the liberation of the Communist Party from 
its Kuomintang shackles, Trotsky had warned that the peasant 
revolt would': come to naught and be splattered into froth." 42 

Few predictions have ever been more swiftly or more tragically 
confirmed. 

Mif, who helped represent the Comintern in Wuhan, 
summed up the attitude of the Chinese Communists in these 
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CHAPTER XV 

WUHAN: THE DEBACLE 
• 

Feng Yu-hsiang, obese and unscrupulous, was a militarist 
who had risen to power in the north-west by a series of 

shrewd and timely betrayals of his superior officers and allies. 
Originally nurtured on the bosoms of foreign missionaries, 
he first appeared in the world's headlines as the " Christian 
General " who taught his hymn-singing soldiers the homely 
virtues of rustic simplicity. In 1924, he discovered that Moscow 
made up in generosity what it lacked in spiritual piety. He 
shed his Christian skin and joined the ranks of that peculiar 
species, raised exclusively on Chinese soil by Stalin and 
Bukharin, the " Bolshevised " militarists. The Holy Grail 
proved no match for Russian arms, Russian money, Russian 
advisers. Feng was quickly converted to the idea that a 
Russian gun in hand wa~ worth a dozen ha!u~!> .in the hereafter, 
especially when military reverses at the end of 1925 cut his 
" People's Army " off from all other sources of munition 
supply. 

He left for Russia early in 1926. "Feng Yu-hsiang is coming 
to Moscow," solemnly said a dispatch to the New York Daily 
Worker, " to work as an ordinary working man in a factory and 
thus amid labour surroundings to acquire a first-hand educa
tion and experience of all phases of economic and political life 
in the Soviet Republic. He is entering into this self-imposed 
exile in order to equip himself the most thoroughly to carry out 
the principles of the Kuomintang." 1 Feng, indeed, wanted to 
" equip himself most thoroughly " with the goods to be found 
in Soviet arsenals, and on his arrival at the Soviet capital he 
found that the open sesame to these riches was a simpler 
formula than the Lord's Prayer. He had himself and his hench
man, Yu Yu-jen, photographed in the centre of admiring 
Russian comrades. He predicted "new battles and new 
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victories awaiting the future of the Chinese nation." Before 
very long he learned to call " special attention to the labour 
and peasant movement taking place throughout China" and 
to declare his conviction that " in the future the proletariat 
will ultimately gain a victory in China." On August 19, 1926, 
in an interview with Pravda, Feng promised ~hat his army would 
fight " for the emancipation of the nation " and " the consum
mation of the national revolution." 2 

Although he had re-named his army the " Kuominchun " 
or" People's Army," the wily Feng had for years evaded friends 
who importuned him to throw in his lot with the Kuomintang, 
" but when he visited Moscow," marvelled a Japanese journal
ist, " the Christian General allowed himself to be a disciple of 
Lenin before anyone was aware of it." 3 It was immensely 
easy, pleasant-and profitable. Delighted with his conquest, 
Stalin plied Feng with arms and funds and shipped him back 
to his army, which had already started on a long trek south
ward from N ankow Pass through Shensi province toward the 
Honan border. Back among his soldiers, Feng proclaimed on 
September 17, 1926: "I am the son of a labourer," and 
announced that it would henceforth be the object of his armies 
"to awake the masses ... sweep away the traitorous military 
clans, break down imperialism, and secure the freedom and 
independence of China.""' Feng was now a full-fledged recruit 
in the ranks of Stalin's reliable allies and stepped boldly along 
the path already trod by Hu Han-min, Chiang Kai-shek, Li 
Chi-sen, Tang Slieng-chih, and Wang Ching-wei. Secure 
behind the mountains in his great north-western territory, 
Feng acquired huge stocks of Russian arms and ammunition, 
entrenched himself at Tungkwan Pass, overlooking the Honan 
Plain, listened politely to his Russian advisers, and waited 
for " der Tag." 

It was not long in coming. While he waited, the Northern 
Expedition swept to the Yangtze. Chiang Kai-shek, who had 
earlier learned how easy it was to unlock the doors to Russian 
arsenals, entered Shanghai and there broke, not his faith with 
Stalin, but Stalin's faith in him. Tang Sheng-chih and Wang 
Ching-wei were by now also preparing to break, but this was 
not yet officially admitted in Moscow, for the necessary scape
goat had not yet been selected-and there was still Feng. He, 
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surely, would come like Lochinvar out of his western stronghold 
and save the day for the " revolutionary Kuomintang ! " 
He was a solid man, closer to the soil, more deeply rooted in 
it than the thin reeds Moscow had until now leaned upon. 
Was he not, even now, reiterating by wire his undying fealty 
to Wuhan ?5 News dispatches reaching Moscow indicating 
that Feng was in touch with Chiang Kai-shek's emissaries, 
that Feng would force Wuhan to terms with Chiang, were kept 

• out of the Russian Press and elsewhere hotly denied. 
" Recently the imperialists have again been circulating 

rumours that Chiang Kai-shek would be reconciled with Wuhan 
or that he would collaborate with Feng Yu-hsiang. This is 
false," declared the central organ of the Comintern. "None 
of the leaders has any connection with Chiang Kai-shek. 
Feng Yu-hsiang and his army have no confidence in this 
traitor either .... " 6 Feng was Moscow's last trump. To 
suggest that he would fall down on the job was the rankest 
Trotskyist heresy, for was not Trotsky warning, once more, that 
to put faith in Feng meant to court a repetition of the 
experiment with Chiang Kai-shek ?7 

\'Y unan, too, counted, almost piteously, on Feng Yu-hsiang. 
Wuhan, it will be recalled, had decided to move northward 
against the Fengtien troops rather than against Chiang Kai
shek, in the hope that a military victory and the occupation 
of Peking would bring Chiang to heel. The success of this 
plan rested decisively with Feng Yu-hsiang, sitting tight 
with his fresh forces back of Tungkwan Pass. In the first part 
of May the flower of the Kuomintang army had accordingly 
been moved up the railway into Honan. Led by the famous 
" Ironsides," it fought its way northward in a series of 
sanguinary battles which culminated at the end of the month 
in a Chinese Armageddon on the fields north of Chumiatien. 
Behind the lines in Hankow workers toiled at the arsenal for 
thirteen, fifteen, and seventeen hours a day. Over their heads 
fluttered banners : " You are the rearguard of the revolution . 
. . . Unless you give your all, there can be no army, no revolu
tion, no struggle to free China from its oppressors .... Our 
revolutionary soldiers do not fight in eight-hour shifts. Do 
you want to work only eight hours ? " 8 At the front the 
soldiers, too, thought they were fighting " to free China from 
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oppressors." With unexampled heroism they hurled them
selves at the better-fed, better-armed armies of the Northerners, 
commanded by Chang Hsueh-liang, the young son of Chang 
Tso-lin. The Fengtien forces were routed, but the victors 
paid with the destruction of their best forces. They lost 
I 4,000 killed and wounded. 9 The men fought as men had rarely 
ever fought before in China because they were animated by 
the hope that in fighting and dJ'ing they were helping to put 
an end to the hated poverty and degradation of their own 
people. Their sacrifice was futile. They had been sent into 
battle not for these ends, but to feed the Napoleonic ambitions 

·of Tang Sheng-chih and the hopes of the Wuhan leaders 
that they could force Chiang Kai-shek to come to terms. 
These, too, were frustrated. Wuhan had put up the stakes, 
the flower of its army. It was Feng Yu-hsiang who raked in 
the winnings. 

Feng had remained carefully aloof during the fighting. He 
now moved down from Tungkwan Pass along the L unghai 
railway. Scarcely losing a man, he occupied Loyang and by 
June I was ensconced in new headquarters at Kaifeng. The 
rout ofFengtien and the decimation ofHankow's armies made 
him military arbiter of Central China. The march on to 
Peking depended entirely upon him. As if to underline that 
fact, he sent telegrams announcing his " victory" with fine 
impartiality both to Nanking and to Wuhan. The Wuhan 
leaders he summoned to Chengchow for a conference on 
June 12. Here they came in a body to learn their fate. 

Feng waited until the Wuhan party had arrived at Cheng
chow before coming down the line to meet them. Miss 
Strong watched Feng alight, " with ostentatious simplicity," 
from a freight-car, which he used because his" brother soldiers 
also travel in freight-cars." She related that " a long time 
afterward" she heard that Feng had entered the freight-car 
at the last station before Chengchow, having travelled thus far 
in a comfortable private car on the same train.l 0 Advocates 
of a bloc with class enemies and dubious allies might have 
pondered the fact that only a year before Feng had arrived in 
Moscow in a political freight-car decorated with the name of 
the Chinese proletariat. Now, "a long time afterward," they 
were about to learn that he had only temporarily left his 
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to charge the Chinese Communist leaders with sabotaging its 
instructions by failing to lead and develop this independence 
of the mass movement. Yet in these days, it is significant and 
instructive to note, Wang Ching-wei quoted approvingly 
from Stalin and the resolutions of the Comintern as an argu
ment against the " extremists" in Hunan, the rank-and-file 
workers and peasants and individual Communists. 

In a speech at the Hupeh party delegates' conference at 
Wuchang on June 26, Wang cited the resolution of the Seventh 
Plenum of the E.C.C.I. "which clearly stated (that) the 
Chinese Revolution must take its stand on the alliance of the 
workers and peasants and small capitalists. In view of this 
fact," said Wang, "members ofthe Chinese Communist Party 
itself viewed with disapproval the inconsiderate acts which were 
recently perpetrated, for example, in Hunan province."20 

In other words, as Wang saw it, those Communist leaders 
who " disapproved " the " excesses " of the peasants did so in 
conformity with, not in defiance of, the instructions of the 
Communist International ! To show how " different" China 
was from Russia in respect to the problems of the social 
revolution, Wang quoted "Stalin's admirable comparison " 21 

between the China of 1927 and the Russia of 1905 and 1917, 
a comparison Stalin had drawn in order to refute and deride 
Trotsky's argument that Soviets were needed to carry the 
Chinese agrarian revolt through to its conclusion.* Wang 
Ching-wei found common ground with Stalin in his argument 
against the nameless leaders of the mass movement, whose 

* "Can it be stated that the situation in Russia in March-June, 1917, was 
analogous to the present situation in China? " asked Stalin, at the May plenum. 
" No, it cannot. This cannot be maintained, not only because Russia was then on 
the threshold of a proletarian revolution, while China is now facing the bourgeois
democratic revolution, but also because the Provisional Government of Russia 
was then a counter-revolutionary government whilst the present Hankow Govern
ment is a revolutionary government in the bourgeois democratic meaning of that 
word. . . . The history of the workers' Soviets tells us that such Soviets can 
exist and develop only in the event offavourable conditions for the direct transition 
from the bourgeois-democratic to the proletarian revolution. Was it not because 
of this that the workers' Soviets in Leningrad and Moscow in I 905 came to grief, 
just like the workers' Soviets in Germany in 1918-because conditions were not 
favourable? It is possible that in 1905 there would have been no Soviets in Russia 
had there existed at that time in Russia a broad organization similar to the present
day Left Kuomintang in China .... It follows that the Left Kuomintang in 
China is playing approximately the same role in the present Chinese bourgeois 
democratic revolution as the Soviets played in 1 905."-J. Stalin, " The Revolution 
in China and the Tasks of the C. I.," Communist International, June 30, 1927. 
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views, as he quoted them, sounded strangely like lines out 
of Trotsky's speeches. 

" I have heard frequently from those who arc conducting 
the mass movement," wrote Wang Ching-wei, "the saying : 
'Don't place your confidence in the s'trength of the Kuomintang 
or the Nationalist Government. Place confidence in yourself.' 
... As a result the people have refused to accept orders or 
follow the instructions of the Government or Party (Kuomin
tang). It has not only alienated the people from the Party, but 
has also placed the people in the precarious position of con
ducting an independent war with the counter-revolutionaries 
without the direction of the Party. . . . As a consequence the 
masses have been surrounded by counter-revolutionaries and 
the Party has found it impossible to rescue them." 22 

The masses conducted "an independent war" against the 
counter-revolutionaries, among whom they counted the 
landlords first and above all. The Kuomintang could not 
" rP~cue" the peasants because it was lHimarily interested 
in rescuing the landlords. The peasants suffered defeat, not 
because they ignored the leadership of the Kuomintang, but be
cause the leadership of the Comintern and the Communist Party 
ignored them to preserve the alliance with the Kuomintang. 

" The principle that every peasant should have his own 
field to plough is indeed clearly stipulated in the third of the 
Three People's Principles," Wang Ching-wei continued. 
" . . . But I must point out that when our Tsungli (Sun 
Yat~sen) drew up the min sheng principle (people's livelihood) 
and made the statement that ' every peasant should have his 
own field to plough,' he at the same time ... said clearly that 
the land questions should be settled through political and 
legal channels. He never said that the matter could be 
settled by taking the lands from the landowners and dividing 
them among the peasants." 

Sun Yat-sen, said Wang, wanted the problem" to be worked 
out in such a way that the peasants will be benefited and at the 
same time the landowners will not suffer." Sun's idea, he 
went on, was that there would be no class struggle at all in 
China and that the Kuomintang's job " as a Party of many 
classes of people " was to avoid this class struggle-" otherwise 
an alliance between the classes is impossible. "23 
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In his own way, Wang was right. If you were going to have 
what Stalin called '' a revolutionary parliament," or what 
Bukharin called a "cross between party and Soviets," or what 
Martinov more simply dubbed the " bloc of four classes," 
you had to keep the collaborating classes from clashing with 
each other. Otherwise an alliapce was, in truth, impossible. 
Stalin-Bukharin wanted the class struggle in words and tried 
to avoid it in deeds. At this poiiJ.t they broke with the workers 
and peasants, who were not sure of the words, but who per
formed, with all the sure instincts of the oppressed, the deeds. 
The only common ground the peasant saw with the landlord 
was the land which he tilled and whence the landlord drew 
the profit. His aim in life had become to drive the landlord 
off that land and make it his own. These were the simple 
materials of the agrarian revolution. You were either with the 
peasant or with the landlord. Wang Ching-wei and his 
friends were now being compelled to swallow all their proud 
words about the land and the peasant and to place themselves 
unequivocally with those who were already crushing the 
revolt on the land. 

Stalin had made it the task of the Chinese Communists to 
strengthen the connection between the masses and the Wuhan 
Government, " the only governmental authority," the " organ
izing centre of the revolution." Yet in China the masses were 
coming more and more sharply into collision with this Govern
ment because, Stalin to the contrary notwithstanding, this 
Government did not support but resisted their efforts in their 
own behalf. The mass organizations went their own way as 
best they could. " The gulf between the Government and the 
masses is now wide," reported a special Kuomintang com
mission sent to investigate conditions in the province of 
Kiangsi. " The Government cannot even participate in or 
supervise the activities of the public organizations. . . . 
Very often we see the districts neglecting the direction of the 
provincial Kuomintang, or the peasant and labour unions 
opposing the resolutions of the provincial Kuomintang. . . . 
The Party branches have made arrests and punished people 
freely. Public organizations did the same thing. Thus 
everywhere there have been the phenomena of multiple 
governments-this is just as dangerous as anarchy .... 
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The greatest fault of the peasant and labour movement 
leaders is their misunderstanding of the policy : ' Support the 
interests of the peasants and labourers.' " 24 

The worker and peasant leaders misunderstood the slogan : 
"Support the interests of the peasants and labourers." They 
thought it meant to support the interests of the peasants and 
labourers. Their efforts to do this led them to the creation 
of " multiple governments." Isolated and scattered in the 
towns and villages, the local unions of the workers and peasants 
collided at every point with the district and provincial centres 
of the Kuomintang and with the "organizing centre" at 
Wuhan. These " multiple governments " completely lacked 
connection with each other. They were unable to pursue 
a uniform policy. The organizations of workers', peasants', 
and soldiers' councils, rapidly establishing contact with each 
other, from village to village, town to town, from province to 
province, offered the only means of overcoming the chaotic 
disorganization of the mass movement. But these would have 
been Soviets~ Stalin opposed this course, urged by Trotsky, 
on the grounds that it meant " i>trugg!e <~gainst the revolu
tionary Kuomintang," against the "only governmental 
authority." The Left Kuomintang leaders in Hankow opposed 
it too, and for precisely the same reasons and in exactly the 
same terms. 

In an article entitled" Revolution and the Masses," Sun Fo 
complained that the masses had proved indifferent to Wuhan's 
ban on the assumption of civil power by the mass organizations. 
" Two months 'have elapsed since these instructions were 
issued," he wrote. "Various public organizations have 
continued their free actions in open disregard of the Govern
ment's decisions, aiming at depredation of the power of the 
Government." Peasants were seizing the land, workers were 
taking over factories and shops, he complained. "We must 
call attention to the fact that if the masses are not following the 
leadership and direction of the Kuomintang and are not 
prepared to carry out the policy of the Party, they are actually 
acting against the interests of the national revolutionary 
movement (read : "the revolutionary Kuomintang "). In 
other words, they are actually committing counter-revolu
tionary actions. 
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" If the people can freely arrest, impose fines, confiscate 
the property of individuals, and carry out executions right 
under the nose of the Government," Sun Fo went on," then the 
political power of the Government must be regarded as 
completely usurped. There is no prestige nor power. On the 
other hand, if the people regard their actions as proper, then 
they have openly refused to take the Nationalist Government 
as the only governing organ or the revolutionary movement 
and the Government of the national revolution. They are 
under the impression that the Nationalist Government can no 
longer enforce its authority and so they must form independent 
administrative organs. . . . In opposing openly the revolu
tionary Government, their actions can be taken as being of a 
counter-revolutionary character. ... They refuse to admit 
that all mass movements in China should be directed and 
unified under the Kuomintang. They believe the Communist 
Party should take part in leading mass movements. They have 
not yet been convinced that the Nationalist Government is the 
only representative organ of the revolutionary movement." 25 

It is doubtful whether Sun Fo in Hankow in july, 1927, had 
read the theses and speeches of Stalin made a few weeks 
earlier in Moscow. It is certain that he never saw or heard the 
arguments ofTrotsky. Yet here he might have been plagiariz
ing directly from Stalin. Substitute" Trotsky" or the" Oppo
sition " for the " masses " and Sun Fo's article might just as 
well have been a document of the Stalin-Bukharin majority 
at the Eighth Plenum. The Chinese workers and peasants, and 
Trotsky, rejected the Stalin-Sun Fo dictum that the Wuhan 
Government was the "only governmental authority," "the 
only governing organ of the revolutionary movement." The 
masses were convinced that Wuhan could not "enforce its 
authority " and demanded the creation of " independent 
administrative organs," just as Trotsky in Moscow warned 
that Wuhan's power " was nothing or nearly nothing " and 
demanded the creation of Soviets, independent councils of the 
workers, peasants, and soldiers. For this Stalin denounced 
Trotsky as " counter-revolutionary " and for this his confrere 
Sun Fo levelled the same charge, more openly, more directly, 
against the masses themselves. These affiniti.es were not at all 
accidental. 
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Prior to striking at the mass movement at Canton in March, 
1926, and at Shanghai in April, 1927, Chiang Kai-shek had 
laid down a barrage directed at the Communists, charging 
them with responsibility for the " excesses " of the masses and 
with plotting against the sovereignty of the bourgeoisie within 
the Kuomintang. The leaders of the Left Kuomintang now 
pursued the same tactics. The accusation was no more just 
now than it had been at Canton or Shanghai. Nothing was 
further from the minds of •the Communist leadership, in 
Hankow, or in Moscow, than the unleashing of an independent 
offensive of the masses directed against the sabotage and 
betrayal of the petty bourgeois leaders of the Kuomintang. 
On June 29, that is when the Wuhan leaders were already 
openly taking sides with the militarists against the agrarian 
revolution, the central organ of the Communist International 
issued a programmatic article which asked : " Who will 
realize the agrarian revolution? " and answered : "By its 
historic past, its social composition and the perspectives oi 
its development, the Kuomintang can and must be transformed 
into an organ of the democratic dictatorship .... The 
Kuomintang is a sort of cross between a party and a national 
parliament .... 

" Soviets will be necessary at the moment when the revolu
tion will be nearing the achievement of its bourgeois-democratic 
tasks," the Comintern spokesman continued. "At that moment 
it will be possible an<d perhaps (?) necessary to split the 
Kuomintang. This moment cannot be foreseen with precision. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that it is not close enough for it to be 
necessary to advance immediately among the masses the slogan 
of Soviets. The Communist International and the Communist 
Party of China are now responsible for the fate of the Kuomin
tang, and of the Wuhan Government, in other words, for the 
fate of the Chinese revolution. They cannot therefore permit 
themselves to issue loose slogans and formulas. 

" The best illustration of the nonsense of the arch-Left line 
of the Opposition is in the slogan for soldiers' deputies as one 
of the forms of the dual power. In proclaiming these slogans 
the Bolsheviks sought to decompose the army of the Czar 
and of Kerensky. To proclaim it now for the army fighting 
for the Wuhan Government would be consciously to seek to 
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decompose this army .... To proclaim the slogan of Soviets 
of soldiers' deputies would be consciously to accelerate the 
conflict with the generals in the most disadvantageous circum
stances for the Communist Party and its allies. This slogan 
would mean provoking a conflict which could really cause a 
lasting defeat for the revolution." 26 

In Hankow the same spirit necessarily tlominated the 
Chinese Communist leaders who clung now to two forlorn 
hopes, that by retreating still further and conceding still more, 
they might still preserve the " united front " and, secondly, 
that by playing on the strings of this or that militarist's 
ambitions, they might still be able to divert Wuhan in the 
direction of a punitive expedition against Chiang Kai-shek. 
They raised the slogan of an " Eastern Expedition " against 
Nanking, thinking " to fool the ' revolutionary generals ' into 
attacking Chiang first and the Communists later," according 
to a member of the Communist Central Committee. 27 Meetings 
were staged and manifestoes issued. Appeals were made to 
the generals believed to be more" reliable." Chang Fah-kwei, 
commander of the" Ironsides," was most bitter against Chiang 
Kai-shek and for a while Communist hopes centred in him. 

vRoy went to Wang Ching-wei and tried to persuade him, in 
the spirit of Stalin's telegram, to permit the expansion of 
Communist forces under Chang Fah-kwei's command. Roy 
found Wang cold to his proposal. 28 Representatives of the 
Shanghai General Labour Union wired an appeal to Feng 
Yu-hsiang on the same day that the latter was demanding at 
Chengchow the extermination of all trade union leaders : 
"We hope that you, who are the true believer in Kuomintang 
principles and the real supporter of ... the policies of the 
Tsungli, will lead . . . the revolutionary armies for a punitive 
expedition against Chiang Kai-shek." 29 All the agitation for 
a campaign against Chiang was coupled to very fervent 
demands for continued " co-operation " between the two 
parties, 30 for everyone already understood that the expulsion 
of the Communists impended. Wang Ching-wci and Chang 
Fah-kwei did favour an expedition against Chiang, but only 
because their own political fortunes required his elimination. 
Chang actually started movmg some of his troops towards 
Nanking a short while later, but the campaign fizzled into 
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nothing. "We will not fight Chiang Kai-shek for the 
Communists," sneered Ho Chien and the other generals. 31 

The panic-stricken Central Committee of the Communist 
Party decided to issue a manifesto to the effect that if the 
Kuomintang " really " wanted to carry out the policies of 
Sun Yat-sen, it had to fight Chiang Kai-shek and it had to 
ally with the Communists. But when the members of the 
Political Bureau got together for a meeting, every man present 
offered a different draft and r!o agreement could be reached 
on the terms of the proposed declaration. Finally on June 20 

an enlarged meeting of the Central Committee adopted a 
statement embodying eleven points-the last desperate attempt 
to convince the " revolutionary Kuomintang " that the 
Communists were prepared to keep faith with the " national 
united front." The most important of the eleven points 
follow: 

" 4· The Kuomintang, since it is the bloc of the workers, 
peasants, and petty bourgeoisie opposed to imperialism, is 
naturally in the leading position of the national revolution. 

" 5· Communist members of the Kuomintang, although 
participating in government work, both central and local, 
are participating as members of the Kuomintang and not as 
members of the Communist Party. . .. The Communist 
members now in the Government may ask leave in order to 
reduce the difficulties of the political situation. 

" 6. The workers' and peasants' mass organizations should 
accept the leadership and control of the Kuomintang. The 
demands of the workers' and peasants' mass movement should 
be in accordance with the resolutions of the Kuomintang 
congresses, the decisions of the Central Executive Committee, 
and the decrees and laws of the Government. But the 
Kuomintang should also protect the organizations of the 
workers and peasants and their interests, also in accordance 
with the Party resolutions and Government decrees. 

" 7· According to Kuomintang principles, the masses must 
be armed. But the armed groups of the workers and peasants 
should submit to the regulation and training of the Govern
ment. In order to avoid political troubles, the present armed 
pickets at Wuhan can be reduced or incorporated into 
the army. 
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" 8. The labour unions and workers' pickets may not 
assume judicial or administrative functions, arrest people, 
try them, or patrol the streets, without the permission of the 
tangpu or the Government. 

" 9· Shop employees' unions should be organized by the 
tangpu jointly with the men sent by the General Labour 
Union. The economic demands of the shop employees shall 
not exceed the economic capacities of the shopkeepers. The 
unions shall not interfere witP! the right of employment or 
the shopkeeper's right to hire and fire. They shall not insult 
the shopkeepers with arrests, fines, putting on of dunce 
caps, etc." 32 

The Chinese Communist Party was making its last effort 
to obey Stalin's instructions, " to strengthen the authority of 
the revolutionary Government and its role as the organizing 
centre of the revolution." When 400 delegates gathered that 
same week at Hankow to represent 3,ooo,ooo organized 
workers in eight provinces at the Fourth ~ational Labour 
Conference, it dared not seize the opportunity thus offered 
to make a sharp turn and begin the mobilization of the 
workers against the offensive of the Kuomintang reaction. 
When Wang Ching-wei appeared on the conference platform 
on] une 23, he was loudly cheered. 33 Nevertheless the delegates 
repeatedly struck a note of determination to struggle for the 
interests of the labour movement as such. 34 Even Lozovsky, 
present as a fraternal delegate of the Russian trade unions, 
had to make an unusually " radical " speech. 35 " Counter
revolution is gaining strength every day," said the manifesto 
of the conference, adopted on June 28. "In the territory of 
the Nationalist Government, the labour movement can only 
be conducted openly at Wuhan. Counter-revolutionaries are 
now in power in Hunan, Kiangsi, and Honan. . . . Labourers 
are still suffering under a new kind of tyrannical rule. Under 
these circumstances, it is possible for the reactionarieg to 
dominate Wuhan some day. We must struggle hard to 
maintain the existence of the labour unions. We are now in 
a reign of white terror." 36 This, however, did not prevent the 
manifesto from concluding : " Long Live the Nationalist 
Government ! " 

"Here labour is in a free atmosphere," said the People's 
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Tribune. "The heavy hand of unsympathetic or actively 
antagonistic militarists is absent here. Organized labour in 
Nationalist China is loyal to the Wuhan Government because 
it is only under this Government that it can confidently count 
upon holding on to labour's first and most vital right-to 
work in the open ... unafraid and fearless."3 7 

Yet on the morning of June 30, the final session had barely 
ended with the shouting of the slogan, " Long Live the 
Nationalist Government ! " •when the "heavy hand of 
antagonistic militarists" descended sharply and directly on 
the trade union headquarters. Soldiers marched in and began 
to loot and destroy the property and records of the All-China 
Trade Union Federation. Panting protests were made. The 
offending soldiers were ordered withdrawn. They had acted 
a little too prematurely. The omnipresent Miss Strong caught 
Hsu Chao-ien as he raced past her street. She asked him if 
the recalcitrant soldiers would be punished. " He smiled 
wearily. He was glad enough to get the building. 'We have 
it to work in to-day .... Who knows what will happen 
to-morrow?' he replied." 38 The federation never did get 
its building back. 

The raid on the union headquarters had followed the 
announcement that the workers' pickets were being voluntarily 
disarmed and dissolved. In Shanghai the order had been 
given to " hide or bury " all arms in hopes of averting the 
impending blow. In Hankow the Central Committee decided 
to surrender completely the small stock of arms the workers 
had and to dissolve the picket forces in advance. On June .29 
a delegation of the Hupeh General Labour Union, headed 
by Hsiang Chung-fah, went to the office of the Kuomintang 
military council and " stated that in view of the complaints 
that union pickets were a factor in the reluctance on the part 
of business men to restore normal economic conditions, they 
wished to offer either to deliver their arms or to be incorporated 
in the army. It was later decided that they should voluntarily 
surrender their arms .... "39 

" It has been stated that as long as the pickets were armed, 
the business men did not feel safe in resuming business," 
explained the People's Tribune. "Other rumours have been 
circulated that the pickets were contemplating an attack on 

320 



WUHAN: THE DEBACLE 

the soldiers. In order to aid the Government policy and to 
silence these rumours, the Hupeh General Labour Union 
decided that the pickets should be disarmed. It was felt that 
in this way an obstacle to the resumption of business must 
be removed and also that attempts to alienate workers and 
soldiers would be circumvented."40 

Next day the Hupeh General Labour Union issued a further 
explanatory statement: "For the purpose of consolidating 
the united front of the troops ~md labourers, and in order not 
to give grounds to support the charges made by reactionaries 
and counter~revolutionaries, the union ordered the dissolution 
of the armed pickets on the 28th inst. Arms and ammunition 
were handed to the Hankow office of the Wuhan garrison 
for custody .... We have petitioned the Government for 
protection in order to show our sincere intention to support 
it. . . . As to the reactionaries, we hope the Government 
will mete out strong measures for their punishment." 41 

The Communist Central Committee had also authorized 
the Communists in the Government " to ask leave in order 
to reduce the difficulties of the political situation." Accordingly 
on June 30 Tang Ping~shan, the Communist Minister of 
Agriculture, petitioned the Government for" leave of absence," 
apologizing for his failure " to put the peasant movement on 
the right track." 

" Ever since I assumed office as Minister of Agriculture," 
he wrote, " I have tried my best to perform the important 
duty of improving peasant conditions. I have consistently 
done my best to set the peasant movement right. Recent 
developments have made the political situation so seriom that 
to put the peasant movement on the right track has been too 
heavy a responsibility for me. Since I am physically unfit to 
go on with my work, I request leave of absence." 42 Hsu 
Chao~jen, Communist Minister of Labour, had long since 
ceased attending to his office. His letter of resignation, stating 
that " owing to recent developments in the situation, I can 
no longer remain in office," was made public a few days 
later. 43 Hsiang Chung~fah and other Communists who held 
posts in the Hupeh provincial Government had already with
drawn. Panic and demoralization were complete. The Central 
Committee itself fled across the river to Wuchang. It had 
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done all it could to " strengthen the authority of the organizing 
centre of the revolution." All to no avail, for the decision to 
expel the Communists had already been made and remained 
only to be formally adopted at the session of the Kuomintang 
Political Council on July 15. 

It had begun to dawn on Chen Tu-hsiu that the only course 
left open was complete withdrawal from the Kuomintang. 
He consulted with Borodin. "I quite agree with your idea," 
said the High Adviser, " but I •know that Moscow will never 
permit it." 44 But in reality Borodin did not agree at all. 
He was still trying to pump " steadfastness and revolutionary 
purpose" into the rabbit .. According to Tang Leang-li, 
Borodin had been regarded ever since the Changsha events 
as merely " an honoured guest, no longer . . . a trusted 
adviser." 45 Borodin clung fast to the honour of Kuomintang 
hospitality. He was still probing for "possibilities" of ro
operation he might have overlooked. Chiu Chiu-pei says he 
toyc::u with the idea of leading Soong Ching-ling (Mrs. 
Sun Yat-sen), Teng Yen-ta, and Eugene Chen out of the 
Government as a demonstrative act against Wang Ching-wei. 46 

But events had already rolled over Borodin's head. The 
Communist leadership had fallen apart and all but dissolved. 
The rank and file of the Party were scattered and demoralized. 
Ho Chien's troops had already saddled Wuhan and were 
riding it their own way. One by one union headquarters were 
occupied. Arrests were made and executions began to take 
place. The tide of terror was engulfing Stalin's" revolutionary 
centre." The Izvestia correspondent wired that yesterday's 
reliable allies had to-day become "playthings in the hands 
of the generals." 47 The rats began to quit the sinking ship. 

On July 6 Bukharin suddenly and desperately advised the 
Chinese masses that they had to rely on themselves alone : 
"One of the chief slogans must be : 'Workers and peasants ! 
Trust in your own forces alone ! Do not trust the generals 
and officers ! Organize your armed troops ! ' ... Feng 
Yu-hsiang has gone over to the camp of the opponents of the 
people's revolution. We must declare merciless war upon 
him ! " Yet Bukharin was still ready to place his trust in 
Wang Ching-wei : "The friends of Chiang Kai-shek are 
ready to accept this plan (to expel the Communists)-Wang 
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Ching-wei is not among them. He is firmer than the others," 48 

he added hopefully between parentheses. Less than a week 
later he discovered that ·Wang Ching-wei was "firmer than 
the others " only in his determination to smash the mass 
movement. Bukharin now proclaimed that " an abrupt turn 
in the Chinese Revolution " had taken place and solemnly 
declared that " the revolutionary role of Wuhan is at an end." 
In a menacing paragraph at the end of the Eighth Plenum 
resolution and in some of hi~ subsequent articles, Bukharin 
had already prepared his exit. Responsibility for the debacle, 
he now declared, lay with the Chinese Communist leadership 
which " in recent times obstinately sabotaged the decisions of 
the Comintern . . . (it) has not stood the fiery test ... it 
has suffered shipwreck."49 

"The revolutionary role of the Wuhan Government is 
played out ; it is becoming a counter-revolutionary force," 
announced a resolution of the Executive Committee of the 
Communist International on July 14.50 "This is the new 
and peculiar feature which the leaders of the Chinese Com
munist Party and all the Chinese comrades must fully and 
clearly take into account." 

The Comintern had foreseen and foretold everything. On 
July 14 it discovered a "new and peculiar" fact which had 
been known to the simplest Hunan peasant or Wuhan worker 
for months. Does that mean any mistakes had been made? 
Not in Moscow! Stalin had not made a mistake, or hardly 
any, since Lenin died. · 

"The support given to the Northern Expedition (i.e. to 
Chiang Kai-shek) was perfectly correct so long as it aroused 
a revolutionary mass movement. And the support given to 
Wuhan was equally correct so long as it acted as the opponent 
of Chiang Kai-shek's Nanking Government. But this same 
tactic of blocs becomes fundamentally wrong in the moment 
at which the Wuhan Government capitulates to the enemies 
of the revolution. What was correct during the previous stage 
of the revolution is now absolutely unsuitable." 

But the Northern Expedition was the expedition of the 
bourgeoisie to the Yangtze, where its victories and the Com
munist policy of retreat enabled Chiang Kai-shek to slaughter 
the workers and destroy their organizations. That was when 
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his "revolutionary role" ended. It is "perfectly correct" to 
form blocs with class enemies, but such blocs become " funda
mentally wrong " and " absolutely unsuitable " only at the 
precise moment when your enemy grabs you by the throat. 
To have mobilized against him in advance, not in words but 
in deeds, to have armed yourself against the literal certainty 
of his attack would have been-counter-revolutionary 
Trotskyism. 

"All this involves certain difficulties for the leadership of 
the Party, especially in the case of so young and inexperienced 
a party as the Communist Party of China. . . . The acute 
tension of the revolutionary situation requires a rapid grasp 
of the features peculiar to each moment. It requires skilful 
and timely ma'nreuvres, rapid adaptation to slogans . . . and 
the decided rupture of blocs which have ceased to be factors 
of the revolutionary struggle, and have become obstacles in 
its way. If at a certain stage of development of the revolution 
the support of the Wuhan Government by the Communist 
Party was necessary, such support at present would be 
disastrous to the Communist Party of China, aml would 
plunge it into the bog of opportunism." 

To-day, July 14, the" factors of the revolutionary struggle" 
have suddenly and abruptly become "obstacles in its way." 
Only now, on July 14, with the Communist Party routed and 
demoralized, the masses smashed and hurled back from all 
their positions, it has become " disastrous " to continue 
supporting Wuhan. Up to their necks in the "bog of oppor
tunism," because from the very beginning they had supported 
Wuhan and before that Chiang Kai-shek, the Chinese 
Communists might truly have wondered what the E.C.C.I. 
visualized when it used the word "disastrous." What had 
become of the " revolutionary centre " and the " need for 
strengthening the authority of the organizing centre of the 
revolution " outlined by the E.C.C.I. only six weeks before? 
Moscow had an answer for that too. Wuhan had been trans
formed from a " revolutionary centre " into a " counter
revolutionary force " because : . 

" In spite of the advice given by the Comintern, the heads 
of the Kuomintang have not only failed to support the agrarian 
revolution but have unfettered the hands of its enemies. They 
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have sanctioned the disarmament of the workers, the punitive 
expeditions against the peasants, and the reprisals of Tang 
Sheng-chih and Cu. They have postponed and sabotaged the 
campaign against Nanking under various pretexts." 

All this had come about because Wuhan spurned Moscow'll 
" advice." The rabbit just rolled over and died. While it 
lived it blushed pink under Moscow's persistently amorous 
advances. But now that it was dead its coyness too disappeared. 
The pink faded into a bloatec! white, barely visible as the 
anaconda wrapped it away. 

In Canton, Shanghai, Changsha, and finally now in Wuhan, 
the Chinese masses had seen the standard-bearers of the 
Kuomintang metamorphose from sterling allies of .the revolu
tion into cruel butchers of the workers and peasants. At each 
new catastrophe the Comintern announced that all had been 
properly foreseen and the policies pursued perfectly correct. 
Bukharin was continually discovering "new and peculiar 
features " in the Chinese Revolution, and he now castigated 
the Communist Party for being unable to carry through the 
rupture of " blocs which have become obstacles." The bloc 
with the Wuhan Government was ended. This did not mean 
an end to the bloc with the Kuomintang. On this score the 
Comintern's instructions gave unmistakable evidence of blind 
panic. The Comintern resolution called upon the Chinese 
Communists " to resign demonstratively from the Wuhan 
Government," but "not to withdraw from the Kuomintang." 
This was perhaps the newest and most peculiar feature of all. 

" The Communists should remain in the Kuomintang, in 
spite of the campaign carried on by its leaders for the expulsion 
of the Communists. Closer contact with the mass of the 
members of the Kuomintang who should be induced to accept 
resolutions decidedly protesting against the actions of the 
C.E.C. of the Kuomintang, demanding the removal of the 
present leaders of the Kuomintang, and to make preparations 
on these lines for the Party Conference of the Kuomintang." 

Still flying the Kuomintang banner, the Communists were 
now " to intensify the work among the proletarian masses 
. . . build up labour mass organizations . . . strengthen the 
trade unions . . . prepare the working classes for decisive 
action . . . develop the agrarian revolution . . . arm the 
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workers and peasants ... organize a competent fighting 
illegal Party apparatus." 

But how to escape the past ? ask the Chinese Communists. 
The great organizations we built have been smashed. Our 
comrades are being tortured, killed, and scattered. The mass 
movement has been destroyed and the workers and peasants 
rightly look upon us as men who deceived them and led them 
to the slaughter. We suppose that if you tell us to raise still 
higher the Kuomintang banne;, we must do so ; but we doubt 
whether the masses would follow us now even if we raised a 
banner of our own. Never mind all that, replies the Comintern. 
Your own leaders, not we, are responsible. 

" ... The E.C.C.I. considers it its revolutionary duty to 
call upon the members of the Communist Party of China openly 
to fight against the opportunism of the Central Committee .... 

" Take measures to make good the opportunist errors of 
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China in 
order to render the leauership of the Party politically sound 
. . . fight decisively against the opportunist deviatious of the 
Party leaders . . . change the character of the leadership 
. . . disavow those leaders who have violated the international 
discipline of the Communist International." 

Stalin had acquitted himself of his " revolutionary duty." 
It would henceforth be the " revolutionary duty " of all the 
Comintern scribblers to perpetuate the charge that the Chinese 
Communist leaders, hapless victims of their own gullibility 
and ignorance, were alone responsible for this immense 
historical catastrophe. Stalin and Bukharin, however, could 
impose upon the Chinese Communists a policy which shattered 
one of the greatest revolutionary mass movements of all time. 
They could not impose their will upon history by weaving 
dishonest resolutions. At Wuhan events took their final 
course. In accordance with Moscow's instructions, the 
Communists demonstratively " withdrew " from the Govern
ment they had already left, announcing at the same time that 
they had "no reason to leave the Kuomintang or to refuse to 
co-operate with it " and that they would not permit (?) " the 
generals who have betrayed the revolution and the vacillating 
politicians to misuse the name of the Kuomintang and hide 
themselves under the banner of Sun Yat-sen." 51 Unfrightened, 
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the generals proceeded to " misuse " the name of the Kuomin
tang. Onjuly 15 the Kuomintang Political Council ordered all 
Communist members of the Kuomintang to renounce their 
Communist Party membership. Four days later the ~1ilitary 
Council ordered a similar purge throughout the army. 
" Punishment without leniency" was ordered for all recal
citrants. 52 Within a few days execution squads gave due 
emphasis to the expulsion or<!er. Those Communists who 
refused to capitulate-and droves of them did-were com
pelled to flee. Chen Tu-hsiu, overcome by the utter hopeless
ness of his position, resigned from the chairmanship of the 
Central Committee. "The International," he wrote, "wishes 
us to carry out our own policy on the one hand and does not 
allow us to withdraw from the Kuomintang on the other. 
There is really no way out and I cannot continue with my 
work." 53 The remaining Communist leaders, Chiu Chiu-pei, 
Chang Kuo-tao, Li Li-san, Mao Tse-tung, and the others, 
stuffed Kuominta11g flags into their pockets for future use and 
precipitately fled. On july 27 the leaders of the Left Kuomin
tang gathered at the railway station to bid farewell to their 
" honoured guest," Borodin. He left nominally " to confer 
with Feng Yu-hsiang." 54 Actually he was beginning a long 
trek across the north-west to the distant Soviet frontier, 
Moscow's retreat from Hankow. 

The military authorities proceeded with the systematic 
destruction of the trade unions. The Hankow Garrison 
Headquarters issued a ban on strikes. Between july 14 and 19 
soldiers were " billeted " on the premises of twenty-five unions 
whose archives and effects were confiscated. Simultaneously 
throughout Honan province Feng Yu-hsiang was conducting 
a similar drive. 55 " In the last few weeks the Chinese labour 
movement in the territory of the Wuhan Government has 
lived through a period of the most brazen reaction. . . . The 
military . . . have carried out such enormous work of 
destruction directed against the mass organizations . . . that 
it will require a very long period and gigantic energy to make 
good the losses and to enable the trade unions to resume their 
normal functions," reported the Pan-Pacific Trade Union 
Secretariat. " Many of the trade union leaders and organizers 
m the different provinces and districts . . . have been 
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driven out, arrested, or killed. The other leaders of the Chinese 
trade unions, among them the mpst prominent leaders of the 
All-China Trade Union Federation, were compelled to flee. 
. . . At a banquet to the delegates of the Pan-Pacific Trade 
Union Congress ... Wang Ching-wei declared eloquently 
that he considered the best guarantee for the success of the 
national revolution to be the development of the mass move
ment of the workers and peasants and the immediate realization 
of the basic demands of the t~iling masses .... Now we not 
only hear different speeches and declarations, but we witness 
quite different actions toward the organizations of the workers 
and peasants, actions which until now were the exclusive 
privilege of all militarists and counter-revolutionists of the type 
of Chang Tso-lin and Chiang Kai-shek." 56 On July go, two 
thousand Hankow ricksha men stormed a police-station to 
force the release of an arrested comrade. Two of them were 
killed and six were wounded. Police sent a letter to the 
Ricksha Pullers' Union to send representatives to a parley. 
But no one was there. The union leaders had fled. There 
were only the pullers in the stre'='ts on strike. Martial law was 
proclaimed and the death penalty instituterl. The strike 
came to an end. It was the last open manifestation of the 
Hankow labour movement for a long time to come. A few 
days later Nanking and Wuhan were exchanging congratu
latory telegrams. Nanking wired bouquets to Wuhan for its 
decisive action against the Communists and invited the leaders 
to Nanking. "If all feelings of aversion are resolutely given 
up ... "replied Wuhan on August ro, "your former measures 
devised to meet emergencies will be whole-heartedly excused 
by us all." 57 Thus ended the "complete contradiction" 
between the "revolutionary centre" at Wuhan and counter
revolutionary Nanking-in an act of touching Christian 
forgiveness. 

Of all the " Leftists " in Wuhan o'nly Teng Yen-ta, and after 
him Soong Ching-ling, dissociated themselves publicly from 
the new course. "From Yang Yu-ting (Chang Tso-lin's 
deputy) to Chiang Kai-shek ... all are either Kuomintang 
members or are going to become members. Kuomintang 
banners are hoisted everywhere. But is this not the same 
situation we faced in the 191 I revolution?" wrote Teng on 
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July 6. " Is not all economic, political, and military power 
still in the hands of the militarists? ... We wanted to 
utilize the military, but we were being utilized by them." 58 

A week later Teng resigned as head of the Political Department 
of the Military Council. Even he saw far more clearly than the 
" revolutionists " in Moscow that a clean break was occurring 
between the masses and the Kuomintang. " Those who 
formerly advocated the full pr~tection of the labourers and 
peasants have started to massacre them ... " he declared. 
" . . . The revolutionary significance of the Kuomintang will 
be lost. . . . The natural result will be that the Party itself 
will become counter-revolutionary. . .. The revolution will 
be a failure, as it was in rgn ."59 

Following Teng, Soong Ching-ling declared that the 
Kuomintang had become " a tool in the hands of this or that 
militarist. It will have ceased to be a living force working for 
the future welfare of the Chinese people, but will have become 
a machine, the agent of oppression, a parasite battening on 
the present enslaving system." 60 Teng Yen-ta and Soong 
Ching-ling, together· with Eugene Chen, fled into European 
exile. Thus ended the myth of the " Left Kuomintang."* 

/ The revolution which had swept China in three brief and 
kaleidoscopic years was at an end. The rising of a mighty 
people had caused the rotten structure of ·an ancient and out
worn and oppressive civilization to totter. The masses had 
shown more tpan enoug,h fitrength to topplc::~_h_·~~d for ever 
destroy it to its roots._ J2.:ut to=.c!ay _tl_Lat_gld _s9g<;ty "Yas §~ttling 
back to its foundations and all the- contradictions inherent 
Within rt-were-bci~g-renewed and deepened. For having tried 

* Only bitter personal rivalries remained. Chiang Kai-shek temporarily 
retired from Nanking to permit the unification with the Wuhan group to take 
place. After trying vainly for five years to displace Chiang, Wang Ching-wei 
finally became, in january, 1932, his minion, along with Sun Fo and all the other 
"Leftists." After a few futile attempts at a come-back, Eugene Chen faded into 
obscurity. Teng Ycn-ta returned from exile in 1930 and organized the so-called 
" Third Party " in opposition to the Kuomintang and the Communists. He was 
arrested in the French Concession at Shanghai and handed over to Chiang Kai
shek who shot him. Soong Ching-ling was the last relic of the " Left Koumintang " 
to keep faith with the Comintern. After nearly ten years, during which she 
repeatedly denounced Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang as the butchers of 
the people, she was led by the Comintem back into Chiang Kai-shek's fold, and 
to-day once more ardently supports him in the 1937 revival of the "nationalist 
united front," making her peace with the " parasite battening on the present 
enslaving system." 
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to destroy it and for having aspired to the dignity of human 
.-. beings, the workers and peasants of China were now paying a 
/ ghastly price. Over the prisons and execution grounds flew 

the banner of the Kuomintang. Under it the Chinese bour
geoisie had been enabled to ride to power. lJ nder it the__.llli!sses 
had risen and under it, uncomprehending, they haQ.. been 

/" struck down. Throughout the revolution that same banner 
had been tied to the flagstaff. of the Communist International 
and to that flagstaff were lashed the Chinese Communists. 

330 



CHAPTER XVI 

AUTUMN HARVEST 
• 

Collapse of the Wuhan Government completed the victory 
of the counter-revolution. From Canton to Nanking, 

from the sea to the hills of Hunan, the generals were in power. 
Already at war among themselves, they waged in common a 
ruthless campaign of extermination G!gain~t the mass movement, 
its organizations, and its leaders. -

" Here are the facts of the suppression," began a con
temporary report. "For four months a systematized massacre 
has been going on in the territory controlled by Chiang Kai

. shek. It has resulted in the smashing of the people's organiza
(tions in Kiangsu, Cheki~ng, Fu~i~n, and Kwangtung, so that 

iii-tnese provinces one finds Kuomintang headquarters, and 
labour, peasant) all.d _w<;>m~n~s unloi1S t_rans(ormed from force
ful, determined organs into gocilec:. spin~k!is organizations, 
so effectively ' reorganized '_ that_tpe~_will_carly out the will of 
t.h_eir reactionary masters. 

"In the past three months the reaction has spread from the 
lower Yangtze until to-day it is dominant in all the territory 
under so-called Nationalist control. Tang Sheng-chih has 
proven himself an even more effective commander of execution 
squads than of armies in battle. In Hunan his subordinate 
generals have carried out a clean-up of ' Communists ' that 
Chiang Kai-shek can scarcely parallel. The usual methods of 
shooting and beheading have been abetted by methods of 
torture and mutilation which reek of the horrors of the Dark 
Ages ancl th~ Inquisition. The result; ha~e--been impressive. 
the peasant and labour unions of Hunan) probably the most 
effectiyt;:ly _or_g~nized in the whole country. are comptetely 
sm~shed. Those leaders who have escaped the burning in 
oiT, the burying alive, the tort"~!.~ l;>y s]ow strangulation by 
"wire, and other forms of death too lurid to report, have fled 

331 



THE TRAGEDr OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

the country or are in such careful hiding that they cannot easily 
be found .... " 1 

" The toll of executed trade union leaders and organizers 
ts growing from day to day," reported the Pan-Pacific Trade 
Union Secretariat. "Not a day passes without the execution 
of several workers and trade unionists. . . . The mass move
ment is crushed for the moment. All the labour organizations 
and the peasant unipns are being ' reorganized,' which means 
that they are first disorganized and broken up, and then what 
remains of them is put under the whip of some appointee of the 
militarists .... In Kiukiang, as in Wuhan, all the trade 
union organizations have been dissolved and many trade 
union leaders executed. . . . Soldiers have occupied most of 
the trade union buildings and have worked havoc with the 
property and the documents and valuable archives of these 
organizations .... What is happening in Wuhan is an exact 
repctit.iun of what took place some time ago in Canton, when 
General Li Chi-sen destroyed and then ' reorganized ' the 
trade unions and peasant organizations, and also of the 
Chiang Kai-shek regime in Shanghai."2 

The defeat of the mass movement could not be measured 
merely by the extent of its physical annihilation. The workers 
and peasants had not merely fallen before a stronger enemy. 
They had been decapitated by their own leaders, by the men 
and organizations they had been taught to regard as the 
standard-bearers of their own revolution. The moral and 
psychological demoralization that resulted from this fact 
incalculably deepened the effect of the counter-revolution. 
In the latter half of 1927 workers in Shanghai and a few other 
cities still found the strength to strike in attempts to preserve at 
least part of the fast-disappearing gains made during the 
preceding years. In these sporadic, unorganized rearguard 
battles, the workers were easily defeated by the counter
revolution. The masses fell away from the political arena. 
The brutal and, for them, entirely unexpected assault of the 
counter-revolution drove them into passivity. They left their 
shattered organizations. The ranks of the trade unions thinned 
out. "It will require a very long period and gigantic energy 
to make good the losses and to enable the trade unions to 
resume their normal functions," said the Pan-Pacific Trade 
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Union Secretariat as early as July, when only the first blows 
of the terror had been struck. 3 The peasant unions, that had 
counted nearly ten millions in their ranks, disappeared almost 
entirely. Only scatteres rebel bands that took to the hills 
remained to harass the columns of soldiery that went through 
the country-side like a scourge. In the cities the workers left 
the ranks of the Communist Party by the thousands. In 
April, 1927, it had been an organization of nearly sixty thousand 
members, 53 ·8 per cent of them· workers. 4 Within a year that 
percentage fell by four-fifths and an official report admitted 
that the Party " did not have a single healthy Party nucleus 
among the industrial workers." 5 In their own way the 
workers passed their verdict on the party that had led them 
to disaster. Had the Communist Party known how to evaluate 
the reasons for this catastrophic defeat, and embarked on the 
basis of such an evaluation to reassemble its forces and re
establish itself among the workers by taking command of their 
defensive struggles, it might have gradually regained their 
confidence. As it was, never having known how and when to 
attack, the Party never learned how to retreat. Neither then, 
nor until this day, did the workers ever return to its 
ranks. 

After a heavy defeat, wrote Lenin, referring to the Russian 
revolution of 1905, "the revolutionary parties must continue 
their training. Heretofore they learned to attack. Now they 
understand that they must add to their knowledge of attack a 
knowledge of how best to retreat. It becomes necessary to 
understand-and the revolutionary class by its own bitter 
experience learns to understand-that victory is impossible 
without a knowledge both of how to attack and how to retreat 
correctly. Of all the shattered opposition and revolutionary 
parties, the Bolsheviks effected the most orderly retreat, with the 
least damage to their 'army.' They, more than any other, 
preserved the nucleus of their Party, suffered the fewest 
splits . . . felt the least demoralization, and were in the best 
position to renew work on a large scale efficiently and energetic
ally. The Bolsheviks only attained this by mercilessly exposing 
and throwing out the revolutionists of phrases, who did not 
wish to understand that it was necessary to retreat, that it was 
obligatory upon them to learn how to work legally in the most 
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reactionary parliaments, in the most reactionary trade unions 
. . . and similar organizations." 6 

In rgos the Russian workers were defeated because Czarism 
was still strong enough to stand and. the revolutionary forces 
too weak to dislodge it. In r 92 7 the Chinese Revolution 
suffered a crushing defeat not because the workers and peasants 
lacked the strength and ability to win, but because the leaders 
they trusted failed to lead them to the victory within their 
grasp. In Russia the workers had known who were their 
fnends and who their foes. In China the workers and peasants 
were crushed precisely by those whom they had confidently 
followed. The Bolsheviks emerged from their defeat with their 
forces intact. The Chinese Communists emerged with their 
forces decimated, dispersed, and demoralized. If only for 
this reason, the effects of the ChinPs~ 1927 were a thousand 
times more shattering than those of Russia's rgo5. 

Under Lenin Bolshevism became the science of applying 
Marxism to practical politics like the navigator uses the 
compass and sextant in bringing his ship to port. By exposing 
the internal laws of the social process, Marxism provided the 
revolutionary leadership with the means of plotting its course 
in advance, not only in perfect accord with the needs of the 
objective situation, but with a view to transforming that 
objective situation in a sense favourable to the proletariat. 
This method was antithetical to the vulgar empiricism that 
trailed behind events, veering rudderlessly, helpless in the 
swirl of shifting currents. The Bolsheviks under Lenin and 
Trotsky gave the world the most finished demonstration it 
had yet witnessed of the power of a conscious revolutionary 
leadership intervening actively in the course of events to give 
form and direction to the will of great masses of people in 
motion. The bureaucratic stratum that succeeded them no 
longer gave conscious expression to the will of the proletariat. 
It provided instead the channel through which other classes 
exerted their influence on the proletarian dictatorship and 
tended to veer between the classes, responding to the pressure 
first of one and then of the next. Governed primarily by the 
desire to maintain and increase its own privileges and power, 
it would proceed " pragmatically," that is, empirically. 
When its blunders produced their inevitable consequences, it 
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would draw back sharply from the edge of the precipice, 
rushing pell-mell in the opposite direction where, as a rule, 
another precipice awaited it. 

In this, as in so many other things, Stalin personified the 
bureaucratic centrist who could not direct but could only tail 
after the march of events. Only a leadership of this type 
could have declared, after Chiang Kai-shek's April coup de etat 
that the slaughter of the Shanghai workers had been "fore
seen " and proceeded lawfully• from an entirely correct policy 
and could not have been prevented. The Stalinist leadership 
in the Comintern " foresaw" that the bourgeoisie would 
" abandon " the revolution and saw this as a necessary and 
unavoidable " stage " in the revolutionary process. It followed 
from this that the workers had to be taught to cling to the boots 
of the bourgeoisie until it kicked them loose. No matter if 
it was ground under the heel of counter-revolution in the 
process, this was all "foreseen" and in accord with the law of 
" stages" in the revolution. An inseparable corollary of this 
type of " leadership " was the idea that the revolutionary 
vanguard had to wait passively until the bourgeoisie " dis
credited" itself in the eyes of the masses by openly taking the 
road of counter-revolution. Only then could it proceed with 
a bolder revolutionary policy which the masses could there
after comprehend, having lost all their illusions in the bour
geoisie. This notion was organic with Stalin. Left to himself 
he would have led the Russian Bolsheviks along this fatal 
path in 1917 had not Lenin arrived in time to put an end to 
passive waiting and to galvanize the Party into becoming the 
most active and conscious instrument of masses who were 
already far ahead of those who were leading them. " We must 
bide our time until the Provisional Government exhausts itself," 
said Stalin in March, 1917, "until the time when in the process 
of fulfilling the revolutionary programme it discredits itself 
... We ... must bide our time until the moment when the 
events reveal the hollowness of the Provisional Government." 7 

Like an echo ten years old, Stalin now wrote on the morrow 
of the collapse of Wuhan : " Should the Chinese Communists 
have set up the slogan six months. ago : 'Down with the 
leadership of the Kuomintang?' No, for that would have 
been a very dangerous and precipitate step and it would have 
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rendered the approach to the masses more difficult for the 
Communists, for the masses at that time still believed in the 
leadership of the Kuomintang and this would have isolated 
the Communist Party from the peasantry. This would have 
been false, for at that time the leadership of the Kuomintang in 
Wuhan had not yet achieved its highest point as a bourgeois
revolutionary Government and had not yet discredited itself 
in the eyes of the masses throug_h its fight against the agrarian 
revolution and by its defection to the counter-revolution. 
We always said that no attempt should be made to discredit 
and overthrow the leadership of the Kuomintang in Wuhan 
as long as it had not exhausted all its possibilities as a bourgeois
revolutionary Government. . . . Should the Chinese Com
munists now set up the slogan, ' Down with the leadership of 
the Kuomintang in Wuhan? ' Yes, of course they must. 
Now that the leadership of the Kuomintang has already dis
credited itself by its struggle against the revolution and has 
created hostile (!) relations between itself and the masses . 
. . . Such a slogan will meet with a tremendous response. 
Now every worker and peasant will see that the Communists 
are acting correctly." 8 Stalin overlooked only one thing. In 
the process of" discrediting itself" and reaching its "highest 
point " while the Communists passively waited and concealed 
its real nature from the masses, the Kuomintang counter
revolution successfully crushed the organizations of the mass 
movement. The workers and peasants, defending themselves 
as best they could against the blows of the terror, were no 
longer in a position to perceive that the Communists were now 
" acting correctly."* 

One of the incidental victims of the Kuomintang when it 
reached its " highest point " and proceeded, arms in hand, 
to " discredit" itself, was Borodin, midwife-in-chief at the 
miscarriage of the revolution. He had stood by, pumping 
steadfastness into Stalin's Kuomintang allies until all their 
" possibilities " were exhausted. He was now on his way 

* At the back of the same issue of the periodical in which this article of Stalin's 
was published there was reprinted a fragment from Lenin, dating from 1917, in 
which the following sentence occurred: "It is precisely the first steps which we 
must learn to recognize, if we are not to fall into the ridiculous role of a dull
witted philistine who cries out at the second step, although he helped to take the 
first." 
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back across the wastes of North-west China, behind him the 
wreckage of the revolution he had helped destroy. En route 
other generals of the Kuomintang, even Feng Yu-hsiang, 
entertained the parting guest. 

" Borodin seemed weary and bored by all these generals," 
reported Anna Strong, in another of her unintentionally 
valuable vignettes. "He saw too clearly (!) behind their 
Nationalist slogans the desire for military assistance. He 
remarked : ' When the next Chinese general comes to Moscow 
and shouts : "Hail to the World Revolution ! " better send 
at once for the G.P.U .... All that any of them want is 
rifles.' " 

Miss Strong protested that their host for the night " seemed 
a friendly soul and fond of Russia." 

"Borodin answered wearily : 'He's young. They are all 
good when they are young.'" 

A few nights later, sitting on a camp stool beneath a rising 
Chinese moon, Borodin delivered himself of what Miss Strong 
called " the most complete and leisurely exposition of the 
forces involved in China's revolution that I had yet heard 
him give. There had been no time ( !) for such discussion 
in Hankow. Now, removed by many days and miles from 
the scene of action, it was as if he summed it up for his own 
soul also.'' Spake Borodin : 

"The big bourgeoisie can never unify China because they 
are not really against the Imperiaiists ; they an.: all~cJ. vv~th 
them and profit by them. The small bourgeoisie cannot unify 
China because they vacillate between the workers and peasants 
on the one hand and the big bourgeoisie on the other and, in 
the end, go over to the latter. The workers and peasants did 
not unify China because they trusted too much to the small 
bourgeoisie.'' 9 

In Hankow, at the scene of action, there had been " no 
time " for consideration of these simple propositions. Borodin 
had been too busy fulfilling Stalin's instructions to see to it 
that "no attempt should be made to discredit and overthrow 
the leadership of the Kuomintang.'' Not until he was removed, 
many days and miles from the scene of action, did he find 
time to conclude that he had " trusted too much to the small 
bourgeoisie.'' In Borodin's soul, history is not interested. It 
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is interested in his verdict upon himself and his deeds, here 
alone expressed, for when he returned to Moscow, he lapsed 
into the safer obscurity of silence. Had he expatiated on his 
theme, it would have begun to sound dangerously too much 
like the ceaseless refrain of Trotsky, before, not after, the 
debacle. Trotsky had too been "many days and miles from 
the scene of action," yet he had proved to be infinitely closer 
to the masses in China than Borodin in their very midst. 

_,. Stalin's other acolyte at the attar of the Chinese bourgeoisie 
was M. N~ Roy. A few years earlier, under the vigilant 
editorial eye of Lenin, Roy had helped draft the historic 
national and colonial theses of the second and fourth congresses 
of the Comintern which had declared that the struggle against 
bourgeois nationalism was the fundamental task of the 
Communists in the colonies and semi-colonies. When _he left 
for China, he left these lessons behind. As chief delegate of 
the Executive Committee of the Communist International in 
IIaukuw, Roy turned his back on the masses and devoted 
himself to tnestrenuous task of " advising " first Chiang Kai
shek, then Wang Ching-wei, not to "discredit" themselves. 
When in turn they spurned him he returned solemnly to 
write: 
--"-Rather than sacrifice the sectional interests of the reac
tionary landlords and capitalists, the bourgeois Nationalist 
leaders betrayed the revolution. Class solidarity cut across 
national solidarity. . . . Development of the revolution 
menaced the interests of the capitalist and land-owning classes. 
Further fight against imperialism would inevitably have caused 
revolution in the internal social-economic relations. The land 
should (!) have been given to the peasantry. The peasantry 
should ( !) have been secured against unlimited (?) capitalist 
exploitation. In short, imperialism could not be overthrown 
unless its native allies were destroyed. Complete national 

;~ liberation could be realized . . . only by seriously encroaching 
upon the privileged position of the classes whose representatives 
led the Nationalist movement .... The petty bourgeois 
radicalism of the Wuhan Government went bankrupt. It 
capitulated ... to the counter-revolutionary feudal bourgeois 
militarist btoc which had already sold the country to 
i~erialism. The nation was sacrificed on the altar of class 
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interests. The democratic (non-class) ideals of the Kuomintang 
were lost in the fierce clash of class interests. The lessons of 
these revolutionary and counter-revolutionary events in China 
are that the Nationalist bourgeoisie in the colonial and semi
colonial countries are essentially counter-revolutionary ; that 
the national revolution to be successful must be an agrarian 
revolution ; that not only the big bourgeoisie but even the 
petty bourgeoisie, in spite of their radical phrases, cannot and 
will not lead the agrarian revolutio).l ; that the petty bour
geoisie, when placed in power by the support of the workers 
and peasants, do not share and defend this power with the 
working class, but hand it over to the counter-revolutionary 
bourgeoisie, and that the working class operating through its 
independent political party (Communist Party) is the only 
guarantee for the success of the national revolution."10 

Roy's article was entitled " The Lessons of the Chinese 
Revolu.tion." In the book he published a few years later Roy 
modestly estimates that 25,000 Communists lost their lives in 
th~ fir~t months of tl11:.- t.::;-.::2!:' in 192711 after the " non-class 
ideals " of the Kuomintang were metamorphoseu iu.t~ •),,.. 
"fierce clash of class interests." Only yesterday Stalin, in his 
wisdom, was "foreseeing" that the bourgeoisie (not Chiang 
Kai-shek ! not Wang Ching-wei !) would "abandon" the 
revolution. At the same time he was teaching these 25,000 

to believe that the Chiang Kai-sheks and the Wang Ching
weis were the " reliable allies " of the revolution, that Chiang's 
Canton and later Wang's Hankow were the authentic" organ
izing centres " of the agrarian revolution, that " no attempt 
should be made to discredit and overthrow" them until they 
had " discredited" themselves, that is, until they had snuffed 
out the lives of the uncomprehending 25,000, and after them 
the lives of thousands more, and the life of the revolution itself. 

Had it really been necessary that this ghastly price be paid 
before Stalin, Bukharin, Borodin, Roy and their friends could 
finally realize that the bourgeoisie, big or small, could not 
lead the agrarian revolution, that " imperialism could not 
be overthrown unless its native allies were destroyed ? " )/.. 

In a document dated August 9, 1927, Stalin's Central 
Committee in Moscow summed up what it took all these lives 
to teach it : " The experience of the past development shows 
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only yesterday, as members of the Central Committee, had 
been doggedly travelling in the opposite direction. Chen 
Tu-hsiu, whom the Comintern tried to make the chief scape
goat, was deposed. The new Political Bureau of the Party 
included Chiu Chiu-pei, Chang Kuo-tao, Li Li-san, Chow 
En-lai, Chang Tai-lei, and Liu Wei-han, all of whom deeply 
shared the responsibility for the disasters that had overcome 
their Party and the revolution. It was Chow En-lai who on 
April 13 had gone to Chiang Kai-shek's Shanghai headquarters 
to petition for the return of the pickets' arms. It was Liu 
Wei-han (later better known in tht" movement as Lo Mai) 
who, as rhairmau of the Hunan Provincial Committee of the 
Communist Party, had ordered the retreat of the peasant 
detachments from the outskirts of Changsha on the morrow 
of May 2 I. All of them now sought to retain the patronage of 
Moscow by shunting the blame exclusively on to the shoulders 
of Chen Tu-hsiu and a few others whose principal crime lay 
in their attempt to carry out faithfully the orders they had 
received from Moscow. The new "leaders," schooled only in 
retreat when it had been time to attack, were now ordered to 
attack when it was time to retreat. 

They made the mechanical turn on orders from above, 
heedless of the objective situation and without changing the 
basic policies of the Party in its attitude towards the Kuomin
tang or towards the agrarian revolution. When it ordered the 
Communists out of the Wuhan Government, the Comintern 
had specifically instructed them not to leave the Kuomintang 
but to continue their efforts in the Kuomintang ranks against 
the " betrayals " of the Party leaders. That the Kuomintang 
banner had now become the universal symbol of the terror 
and flew over the headquarters of every militarist, big and 
small, in South and Central China, was of no consequence. 
" The classes come and go, but the continuity of the Kuomin
tang goes on for ever," Trotsky had written in May.16 Now, 
at the end of July, after the going and coming of the classes 
had transformed the Kuomintang into the open instrument 
of the terror, the Chinese Communists, faithful to Bukharin's 
instructions, were going to surrender the blue banner to 
nobody. OnJuly 29 the new Communist Politbureau appealed 
to the ranks of the Kuomintang "to rise and oppose the 
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Central Executive Committee."17 At a conference of the new 
leadership, hastily convened on August 7 " by the telegraphic 
instructions of the Communist International and by its new 
representative (Lominadze),"18 the Communist Party was 
called upon" to organize uprisings of the workers and peasants 
under the banner of the revolutionary Lefts of the Kuomin
tang." The resolution said that " the organization of the 
revolutionary Kuomintang, developing to a higher stage, will 
enable the political power to ad' vance to the Soviet of workers', 
peasants', and soldiers' deputies in such a manner that the 
transformation will be easier and without harm."19 

Disaster had legalized the slogan of Soviets-only yesterday 
Trotskyist contraband. Onjuly 25 Pravda abruptly announced 
that " the crisis of the Kuomintang places the question of 
Soviets on the order of the day. The slogan of Soviets is correct 
now. . .. The former partisans of the immediate formation 
of Soviets ... wanted to force the masses to jump over 
stages through which the movement had not yet passed. . .. " 20 

Stalin phrased it in his own way : " In a new advance of 
the revolution in the present stage of development, the question 
of the formation of Soviets will be completely ripe. Yesterday, 
a few months ago, the Chinese Communists could not have 
put forward the slogan of Soviets, because that would have 
been adventurism (!) ... because the leadership of the 
Kuomintang had not yet discredited itself as an opponent of 
the revolution." 21 The Moscow strategists staked everything 
on an early " advance " of the revolution. Stalin wrote that 
he thought, the setback was " probably " comparable to the 
"July Day3 " of the Bolsheviks in I g I 7. 22 At the first sign of 
a "fresh d.dvance," ordered the Russian Central Committee, 
it would be " necessary to change the propagandist slogan of 
Soviets into a slogan of immediate fight and to proceed at once 
to the organization of ... Soviets."23 Before this, however, 
a final attempt had to be made to proce~d "more easily and 
harmlessly " to Soviets through the " revolutionary Lefts of 
the Kuomintang." Not all the "possibilities," even now, had 
been exhausted. At the August 7 Conference the Chinese 
Communists furiously waved the blue banner over their heads. 

"Naturally," commented a Communist Party historian
who after five years was careful to say that this went " too 
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far ahead" of the Comintern's instructions-" naturally this 
was a great mistake. As a matter of fact, after the Wuhan 
Government turned reactionary, the whole political life of the 
Kuomintang received its death scntence."24 As a matter of 
fact, what had died was not the Kuomintang, which was 
entrenching itself in the form of a military dictatorship in the 
seats of political power. What had died was the myth of the 
revolutionary Kuomintang, the myth of the " bloc of four 
classes," the cornerstone of Comintern policy. Five years after 
the event, Hua Kang described the August 7 Conference as 
an "attempt to resurrect the Left Kuomintang ! " At the 
time, however, the Comintern ordered the Chinese Party to 
hug the corpse. It was not the fault of the Chinese Communists 
that it failed to come to life. 

On the question of the land, the August 7 Conference issued 
the slogan : " C:onfiscate the land of the big and middle 
landlords, but ask the small laudlords to reduce the rent."25 

As a result, " the local Party organizations persisted in i.hc old 
idea ( !) of the agrarian revolution, considering it their task 
to stop the peasants if and when they tried to seize the land 
of the small landlords."26 

The August 7 Conference issued a lengthy letter addressed to 
all the remaining comrades of the Party, detailing the "mis
takes" of the deposed leadership and declaring that Chen 
Tu-hsiu had consistently defied or failed to carry out the 
impeccable instructions of the Comintern. It squeezed every 
drop of ambiguity out of the cunning, self-insuring phrases of 
Bukharin to prove that the Comintern, before, during, and 
after, had been infallibly correct. The " struggle against 
opportunism" which, according to the official calendar, 
began on August 7, was in reality nothing but the struggle 
against any attempt to make the Comintern share respon
sibility with the Chinese Central Committee for the blunders 
of the past-and this while the material content of those 
blunders-the reliance on the Kuomintang-was being carried 
over, unmodified, into the " new, higher stage " of the revolu
tion. The new crime of adventurism was only added to the 
catalogue of the old. This did not prevent the conference from 
declaring itself able " to guarantee that henceforth there 
will be correct, revolutionary Bolshevik leadership."27 The 
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conference, so goes the official history, "saved the Party from 
impending dissolution and put it on the Bolshevik path."28 

In Moscow it was officially announced that " the right devia
tion in the leadership of the Chinese brother party has now been 
liquidated and the policy of the leadership corrected."29 

Yesterday the " opportunists " had been those who, like 
Trotsky, had demanded in the period of the rising revolu
tionary wave a policy of irr~concilable class struggle, the 
creation of Soviets, and the liberation of the Communists 
from the stranglehold of the Kuomintang. To-day the same 
term had to be applied to those, again like Trotsky and now 
including Chen Tu-hsiu, who denounced the policy of insur
rection in the period of the revolution's ebb as a policy that 
could lead only to the destruction of the remaining revolu
tionary cadres and to the complete divorce of the Party from 
the masses. The deposed Chen Tu-hsiu has recorded that 
he wrote to the new Central Committee, " pointing out that 
the revolutionary moods of the masses were not then at a high 
point, that the regime of the Kuomintang could not be quickly 
or easily overthrown, that untimely uprisings only weakened 
the power of the Party and isolated it the more from the 
masses. . . . Of course they never took my opinion into 
consideration and regarded my words as a joke, repeating 
them everywhere as proof that I had not corrected my 
opportunist mistakes.'' 30 

"Opportunism" became a meaningless epithet with which 
to wither any opponent of the insurrectionist course. Putschist 
moods, born of the desperation of failure, were strong within 
the Communist Party, yet there were still comrades sane 
enough to doubt the advisability of hurling themselves into 
mad adventures foredoomed to defeat. Their resistance was 
smothered by wholesale expulsion of the waverers as part of 
a programme of" Bolshevization" of the Party. "After the 
August 7 Conference ... if anybody expressed doubts about 
the policy of uprisings, he was immediately called an oppor
tunist and pitilessly attacked." 31 Protests were brushed aside. 
Moscow said that the time for "direct struggle" had come. 
If the necessary conditions did not exist, they had to be made 
to order, whatever the cost. The result was a series of adven
tures in the fall of 1927, known as the "Autumn Harvest 
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Uprisings." Putschism was carried to suicidal extremes. 
Had the Comintern been setting out deliberately to destroy 
what was left of the Chinese Communist Party, it could have 
found no more efficient means. The Party seemed intent only 

· /Upon its own destruction and in this it almost fully succeeded. 
/ "" The first of the uprisings occurred at Nanchang, capital of 

Kiangsi province, on August r. Two Communist officers, 
Yeh Ting and Ho Lung, rai~d the banner of revolt. They 
commandec;l_about three thousand men. Among the members 
of tneir " Revolutionary Committee" they listed tl:!~ rrame~ .of 
Mrs. Sun Yat-sen, Teng Yen-ta, and E_l,!gene Chen, then 
en route to European exile, and Generals Chang Fah-kwei 
and Hwang Che-hsiang of the "Ironsides" army, who 
promplly n.banrloned their pretence of military action against 
Chiang Kai-shek for th~ real Lusiness nf exterminating the 

. ·Communist rebels who offered them those unwanted revolu
/ · #onary honours. "The revolt in Nanchang ... is the begin

ning of the fight against the Wuhan Govt"mment," repo1 ted 
the Comintern Press. " Every revolutionist will be of the 
opinion that a Government consisting of elements treacherous 
to the revolution and supported by officers and big landowners, 
must in all circumstances be overthrown .... " Wuhan, it 
will be recalled, had only begun to answer this description 
two weeks previously. "A new revolutionary centre is being 
formed." 32 The new " revolutionary centre" lasted only a 
few days. The troops of Yeh Ting and Ho Lung were forced 
~o flee when -Chang~ Fah-kwei approached the city with -his 
army. 

Waving their Kuomintang banners in the faces of an 
apathetic population, the revolutionists evacuated the city and 
marched southward. They passed among people for whom the 
Kuomintang banner had long since become the symbol of 
terror. They had seen Chiang Kai-shek brandish it in March 
and Chu Pei-teh in June. To them the forces of Yeh-Ho 
seemed to be only the "armies of Chiang Kai-shek the Third." 33 

Y eh and Ho promised to confiscate holdings in excess of 
200 mow, which amounted to a promise to leave the over
whelming majority of the landlords untouched. Bitter 
experience had taught the peasants of Kiangsi and northern 
K wangtung to distrust armies which came promising to 
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substitute benevolence for the malevolence of their prede
cessors. There was nothing to distinguish this new " revolu
tionary army" from the Kuomintang armies that had preceded 
it. Wherever they could the peasants gave it a wide berth. 
After fruitlessly careering through the country-side for two 
months, the Yeh-Ho army attacked the cities of Chaochow 
and Swatow in north-eastern Kwangtung. It was defeated and 
dispersed. Its remnants fled into the East River districts 
where an insurgent peasant movement had begun to raise its 
head in the ebb of the great peasant wave. This was the 
end of the Yeh-Ho adventure. 

The official explanation was that the N anchang upnsmg 
was defeated because of the " superior strength of the enemy," 
listing incidentally, as it were, a few additional causes under 
the general heading " errors of the leadership," as follows : 
" 1. Lack of a clear-cut revolutionary policy. 2. Indecisive
ness in the agrarian question. 3· Lack of connection with the 
peasant m.asses and failure to arm the peasants. 4· Failure to 
crush the old political organizations and set up new ones. 
5· Errors in military judgment."34 Otherwise all would have 
been well. The enemy was stronger and we lacked forces, 
a revolutionary policy, and connections with the masses. 
The policy of insurrection was nevertheless untouchably 
correct. 

Similar abortions were occurring throughout Central China 
and even in some districts of the north. All the attempted 
uprisings had one feature in common : the masses, instead 
of making the " tremendous response " Stalin predicted, simply 
refused to co-operate. Perhaps the workers and peasants were 
" opportunist," or perhaps, as Chiu Chiu-pei was later com
pelled to admit, " the masses saw before we did that the blue 
banner had become the banner of the white terror." 35 In 
most cases the Communists overcame the passive reluctance of 
the masses by ignoring them altogether and seeking salvation 
in alliances with little local military satraps. A small force 
of troops in Hupeh led by a Communist named Chang Fao
cheng tried, for example, to unite with one local militarist 
against a third who was ravaging the neighbourhood. 
"Because of this opportunist policy," recorded Hua Kang, 
" the Hupeh uprisings also failed." 36 The same tactics were 
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employed in Northern Kiangsu, where an attempt was made 
to form a " bloc " with a militarist named Tzo Fung-chi. 
The results were the same. There were in some hsien of 
Hunan and Hupeh sporadic uprisings of the peasantry who in 
small bands, armed with pikes and spears, made desperate 
attempts to seize hsien towns. Again and again they were 
thrust back or wiped out. Even in such cases the Communists 
on the scene " did not try to arouse and organize the workers 
and peasants, but relied only o~ military forces." 37 

In Shanghai the Kiangsu Provincial Committee of the 
Communist Party found means of its own to " arouse " the 
masses. Brief peasant outbursts in Yishing and Wusih early 
in November convinced the committee that "the time for an 
insurrection has now really arrived." The only difficulty was 
that the workers, crushed by the terror, were not interested. 
Undaunted, the Party sent bands of" armed Red terrorists lu 

intimidate the workers into striking, factory by factory, thinking 
that if a general strike could be manufactured (!) in this way, 
the uprising would surely be successful." 38 In Wuhan after the 
first series of the Autumn Harvest Uprisings had uniformly 
failed in the countryside, agitation was begun for the organiza
tion of an insurrection in the city. The Yangtze Bureau of 
the Communist Party at first demurred. Their previous orders 
for " immediate uprisings " had not turned out so well. The 
Hupeh Provincial Committee was likewise stricken with the 
virus of doubt. "Now is not the time for a general uprising," 
it had the temerity to reply. Whereupon charges of" oppor
tunism "were hurled at it and under this barrage the committee 
backed down. " In order to avoid the suspicion of being oppor
tunist, the Hupeh Provincial Committee issued new orders for 
mobilization and general strike." When the time came, how
ever, to put the orders into execution, most of the remaining 
Party members in Wuhan " resorted to flight and panic." 39 

The Northern Bureau of the Party on October 6 adopted a 
" General Plan for Uprising " which was so elaborately 
preposterous that even Hua Kang was compelled to call it 
"material for an historical joke." 

One after another these ill-drawn caricatures of revolutionary 
uprisings were erased. Some of them may have seemed 
ludicrow•, but only the enemies of Communism might have 
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for in these wild outbursts and wilder plans the 
were smashing their Party to pieces-and the 

was not yet. 
Only now it began, at long last, to dawn on the Communist 

leaders that " there was no further basis for the existence of the 
Kuomintang Lefts." 40 Not until the Autumn Harvest 
Uprisings had been successively crushed did they finally 
decide to furl the blue banner of the Kuomintang. The • decision of the Political Bureau of the Chinese Communist 
Party on September rg, 1927, which declared that "the up
risings can under no circumstances take place under the 
Kuomintang banner," 41 brought formally to a close the 
disastrous bloc with the party of the bourgeoisie and terminated 
the myth that " nine-tenths" of the Kuomintang had been 
ready to follow an independent Communist lead. The " nine
tenths" had disappeared under the terror. Now, abruptly, 
Stalin's Pravda ordered another r8o degree turn. "The 
propaganda slogan of Soviets," it announced on September 30, 
"must now become a slogan ofaction." 42 For the blue banner 
of the bourgeois Kuomintang flown in the period of the revolu
tionary upswing· the Chinese Communist Party had now to 
substitute the red banner of the Soviets in the period of the 
revolution's ebb. The November Plenum of the Party leader
ship dutifully proclaimed as the immediate slogan of action : 
" All power to the delegates' councils of the workers, peasants, 
soldiers, and city poor-the Soviets ! " 43 From the collapse 
of the Yeh-Ho adventure, from the defeats of the Autumn 
Harvest, the Communist leadership drew the now familiar 
conclusion : " After the Yeh-Ho defeat, the Chinese Revolution 
not only did not ebb, but rose to a new, higher stage." 44 

Chiang Kai-s4~k'~>_£OJIJ;>_of.M::trch 29.a, rg__2~ h'!_d el~.Y~t~d the 
revolutiO!J. tot?~ ·~_hi~r:" stage c;,>fthe COUR of April I~ ~hich 
Tea to the still '' hig!!_er '' _§!:~ Qf }V uhan. The collapse of the 
Wuhan experiment lifted the revolution to the insurrectionary 
plane of Nanchang. The failures of the Autumn Harvest 
ushered it into the dizzy heights of-Sovietism ! This remark
able theory of uninterrupted ascent led the November Plenum 
to declare that " the objective situation in China is such that 
the duration of a decidedly revolutionary situation is and will 
be measured not by weeks and months but by years." From 
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this it was but a step to deduce conditions ripe for immedl 
insurrection : " The strength of the revolutionary movem 
of the toiling masses of China, far from being exhausted, 
only beginning to make itself felt in the revival of the revolu
tionary struggle, despite the enormous defeats which the 
revolution has suffered. . .. All this combined compels the 
Plenum of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist 
Party to declare that a decidedly revolutionary situation exists 
now throughout China."45 

This estimate, leading directly to new adventures and new 
disasters, was based on the premise that in view of the incapacity 
of the bourgeoisie to solve China's external and internal 
problems, " stabilization of the bourgeois militarist reaction 
is impossible." 46 From lhc fact that the forces of the reaction 
were split into warring cliques as soon as they had grasped 
power, the Communists concluded that conditions ripe for 
insurrection remained. In this they overlooked only one 
detail : the revolutionary organizations were all but destroyed. 
The revolutionary moods of the masses, above all of the urban 
workers, had all but ebbed away. Rent by militarist civil wars, 
and the consequent dislocation of trade, and bent by imperialist 
pressure, the bourgeois power would certainly find difficulty 
in " stabilizing" itself. But were the revolutionary forces 
in a position to replace it with a power of their own? That 
was the question the Chinese Communists could not answer 
correctly because they were unable to understand the causes 
and the scope of the defeats that had been suffered. They mis
took their own putschist moods for the general temper of the 
people. 

The heavy defeat of the revolution guaranteed the relative 
" stabilization " of the bourgeois power, whatever its inner 
weaknesses and uncertainties. It would be overthrown only 
when the masses rose again to topple it. This they could 
not do in the winter of 1927 when they were still overcome 
by the shattering defeats to which the blunders of their own 
leaders had led them. Shackled, they only looked on as the 
generals fought and the small handfuls of Communists hurled 
themselves into reckless adventures. The Communists had no 
interest in organizing the day-to-day defensive struggles of the 
workers and the slow rebuilding of their organizations and self-
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confidence. They followed avidly only the smouldering course 
of inter-militarist clique rivalries and plotted to get arms for 
the purpose of " transforming the militarist civil wars into 
an anti-imperialist war of the masses " for the " overthrow 
of the reactionary rule and the establishment of the Soviet 
power." 47 

Like Stalin, they looked for an automatic " tremendous 
response " from the masses. • But it never came. In the 
country-side there were still bands of rebellious peasants 
and mutinous soldit::rs, ye_!_ tge. e)(_peri~qc~s~ Q_f _t~e_ A~turl:m 
Harvest had clearly revealed the indiffcr~nt pa~~ivity of the 
urban workers and the impotence of the scattered peasant 
detachments. This the Communists were unable to see. Their 
course toward insurrec~ionJ a<fQ_ptecl aft~ th~ Wi!h~n coiTaJ?se, 
llaa led only to a new series of defeats. "Nevertheless," they 
concluded, " despite this further partial defeat of the revolu
tion, the enormous ( !) experience of the last three months is 
eloquent(!) testimony that the tactic of the Chinese Com
munist Party was, on the whole, perfectly correct." 48 The 

7\.9ommunists_ had not k~_r_ne_d how t_o on~!lniz~ vi£!~ies. ';fhey (.Y.·~ 
had learned only how to ..Parrot the formulas of the god-like/ "' 
infallibility of ~talin. FrC?ll! C;:mton -to Sliang~i_ to ·wuhan, 
·they had moved from disast~r to disaster-. ·The cycle had- llow 
to be completed. In Canton once more they lurch~d toward 
<:new catastro~e. ·· 
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THE CANTON COMMUNE • 
V wangtung had been surrendered without a struggle to the 
h militarists after Chiang_Kai-s.he~'s coup d'~tat of M~rch 
20, 1926. After the d'eparture of the Northern_ ExpecJitJ.onary 
armJes_ in j lily th~;:t year; t_h~ !iq,ttisi'!tiop _of the_ Q'!I1t_9_!1-:_Hong 
~ong strike in 0G..tQb~rl-~nd the transfer of the National 
Government" to Wuhan in December, full control of the 
province passed into the hands ofLi Chi-sen, a southern general. 

Li wasted no time in bringing all of K wangtung under the heel 
of his military estaLlishmcnt. He rigiclly curbed the trade 
unions and applied Borodin's system of compulsory arbitration 
with an iron hand. He met with no resistance from the Com
munists, who had relaxed all their activity, conceding the 
ground to the general " to preserve the national united front." 
The Communist policy consisted of " waiting for the success 
of the Northern Expedition."1 While they waited, the 
Northern Expedition was victorious, only the victories fell to 
Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese bourgeoisie, culminating 
in the Shanghai events of April 12, 1927. 

Li Chi-sen responded swiftly to Chiang Kai-shek's lead and 
on April 15 carried out a purge of his own. All the mass 
organizations which still enjoyed legal existence were raided 
and closed down. More than two thousand were arrested 
and at least one hundred men and women, most of them 
Communists, were shot. The remnants of the Canton-Hong 
Kong strike pickets were disarmed after sharp skirmishes and 
more than two thousand railway workers under Communist 
influence were driven from their jobs by Li's soldiers and re
placed by workers under the control of the arch-reactionary 
Mechanics' Union. Taking his cue from Chiang Kai-shek, 
Li Chi-sen understood the value of preserving the outer forms 
of working-class organizations. He took over their premises 
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and filled them with gangster-hirelings designated as " Trade 
Union Reorganization Committees." Similar events took 
place in cities and towns throughout the province. In the 
villages peasants often resisted the raids of the military. The 
peasant unions, however, were crushed. 

The Communists now had to pay for their passivity. They 
proclaimed a general strike on April 24 in protest against 
Li Chi-sen's attacks• on the unions. The strike failed to • materialize. In the ensuing months the Communists in Canton 
and in Kwangtung generally were driven deep underground. 
Employers launched an offensive against the workers which 
stripped them of every gain made in wages, hours, and working 
conditions during the height of the Canton-Hong Kong strike. 
The famous Kwangtung Workers' Delegates' Council, the 
embryo Soviet that less than a year before represented more 
than two hundred thousand workers in all trades, disappeared. 
In its place functioned an illegal " Special Committee" 
composed of several former executive members of the Delegates' 
Council and a smaller number of newly-selected delegates. 
This committee claimed to control about one hundred unions 
in Canton. InJune it claimed credit for bringing nearly thirty 
thousand workers out to a demonstration to commemorate 
the anniversaries of the Shakee massacre and the beginning of 
the Hong Kong strike.2 Even if these claims were justified, 
they were modest enough, compared to the recent past. 

The apathy of the great majority of the workers produced 
terrorist moods in the ranks of the Communist Party. Incapable 
of mobilizing the workers for resistance to the capitalist 
offensive, Communist workers took to bomb-throwing in a 
series of hopelessly futile attempts to frighten and drive away 
the members of Li Chi-sen's Reorganization Committees. 
There was even a plot, according to Huang Ping, to assassinate 
Li Chi-sen. It failed when a planted bomb failed to explode. 3 

This resort to individual terrorism by desperate and dis
illusioned workers and Communists was officially dignified by 
the Communist Party with the name "Red Terror." 

; , ~here are times when a _Red Terror becomes inescapably 
"~ecessary to safeguard revolutionary conq1,1ests ~ at such times 

It is a deliberate measure proclaimed by the Government of 
a victorious working class against enemies who challenge or 
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endanger its rule. The Bolsheviks in Russia did not impose 
extreme penalties on their opponents until long after they had 
seized power and not until their enemies made attempts on 
the lives of the Bolshevik leaders and began actively to organize 
the forces of the counter-revolution. This has nothing in 
common with resort to the use of individual terrorist methods 
against the tools of a reactionary regime in power. Bolshevism 
grew up in the struggle against these IRethods which do not 
aid in the mobilization of the ~asses but contribute only to 
their demoralization. The appearance of terrorist tendencies 
in a revolutionary organization is the deadly symptom of its 
i.111potence or its degeneration.* 

just as previously the Kwangtung Commtmiqts had rational
ized their passivity with the advice to " wait for the success of 
the Northern Expedition," they now sublimated their helpless
ness in hopes for the " Eastern Expedition " which all of them, 
their leaders in Moscow included, believed would be launched 
against Chiang Kai-shek by the Wuhan Government. When 
Wuhan capitulated to Chiang instead of attacking him, the 
cry went up: "Wait for Yeh-Ho!" Towards the end of 
September plans were hastily improvised for an uprising to 
coincide with the expected arrival of the Yeh-Ho forces at the 
gates of Canton. When the awaited saviours were dispersed 
before Chaochow and Swatow, the plans for the uprising were 
temporarily abandoned. 4 

In K wangtung it was not until after the defeat of Y eh Ting 
') 'f'and Ho Lung in October- that !he Communists ad~opt~d _the 

slogan : ''Down with the Kuoiil_intang ! " 5 The slogan was 
carried out into the streets for the first time in an attempted 
demonstration on October 14. In other words, exactly one 
year and four days after the treacherous and unconditional 

/ liquidation of the Canton-Hong Kong strike by the Kuomintang 
Government and more than a year and a half after the March 
coup of Chiang Kai-shek, long months during which the 
workers of Canton had been shot down by Kuomintang 
soldiers, imprisoned in Kuomintang jails, deprived of their 

* In his two books about the Chinese Revolution, Les Conqw!rants and La 
Condition Humaine, Andre Malraux described young Chinese terrorists driven to 
the use of bomb and revolver by the Communist Party's lack of a revolutionary 
policy. One of them, he relates, tried to blow up Chiang Kai-shek on the eve of 
the April coup in Shanghai. 
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organizations by Kuomintang decrees, the Communist Party 
at long last accorded the workers of Canton official permission 
to cry : " Down with the Kuomintang ! " Is it any wonder, 
then, that the use of the dagger, revolver, knife, or bomb against 
Kuomintang labour " leaders " seemed to many of them to be 
more fruitful than the policies of the Communist Party ? Is it 
any wonder that t~e overwhelming majority of Canton's 
workers, who had poured wiU:I such optimism and hope into 
their organizations, had in this period, in equal numbers, left 
the arena of organized activity, bitter, disillusioned, and 
cynical? 

Yet despite the strong play of centrifugal forces which were 
fast leaving the Communist Party isolated and stranded on 
the shoals of yesterday's blunders and to-day's wild-cat dreams, 
there still remained in Canton a small body of workers whose 
will to struggle had remained firm through all the vicissitudes 
of the movement. Among them were the best fighters of 
yesterday's huge mass organizations, a handful of the Canton
Hong Kong strike pickets who had written so brilliant a page 
into the history of the revolution, remnants of the workers' 
own Red Guard, and a part of the radical, unemployed 
railway workers. These were workers who throughout the 
course of the revolution had made the greatest sacrifices, who 
had developed the highest degree of conscious political under
standing of any in Kwangtung, and whose role in the early 
rise of the Kuomintang to power in the south had been little 
short of decisive. The Communist Party possessed in this 
hardened band of workers a tremendous saving from the wreck 
of the revolution. Carefully nurtured and properly led, 
through persistent struggle and with a correct policy, these 
cadres might have re-opened for the Communist Party the 
road to leadership, now blocked by the debris of the past. 
Instead, not understanding " that it was necessary to retreat," 
unable to lead the defensive struggles of the Canton workers
the only path to the re-establishment of its influence, its 
prestige, and its right to lead-the Communist Party was now 
preparing to hurl its last proletarian forces into a desperate 
frontal attack foredoomed by every single circumstance, 
objective and subjective, to defeat. 

Power in Canton was at that time shared by the rival force~ 
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of Li Chi-sen and Chang Fah-kwei, between whom civil war 
impended. Chang's political fac;ade was ornamented by none 
other than Wang Ching-wei, with whom he planned a coup 
d'etat designed to elbow General Li out of the citY-. Anticipating 
this coup, the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
in Shanghai issued the following instructions to the Kwangtung 
provincial organization : " The worker-peasant masses of 
Kwangtung have only one w~ out . : . that is, to utilize 
the opportunity of the civil war resulting from the coup d'etat 
in order resolutely to expand the uprisings in the cities and 
villages . . . to agitate among the soldiers to stage mutinies 
and revolts, and in the time of war swiftly to link such uprisings 
into a general uprising for the establishment of the rule of 
the Workers', Peasants', and Soldiers' Delegates' Councils 
(Soviets)." 6 With the air of a doctor performing a post-mortem 
on a patient he has just negligently killed, Lozovsky a year 
lattr wrote : " It is true that there were sharp struggles 
developing between Chang Fah-kwei and Li Chi-sen, but the 
insurrectionists should have known that as soon as the banner 
of revolt was raised, the quarrels in the camp of thP. counter
revolution would immediately come to an end." 7 Between 
what the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party should have 
known and what the Lozovskys and all the other worthies of 
the Comintern taught them yawned the chasm into which 
the Chineie Revolution fell to its destruction. The fact that 
the generals would unite a thousand times against the insur
rection before fighting each other was as apparent in December, 
1927, as it had been during all the previous periods of the 
revolution. The Comintern had not understood this before 
and did not understand it now. The Chinese Communists 
were driven along the course of insurrection under the direct 
instructions of the Executive Committee of the Co min tern and 
its new representatives in China, first Lominadze and after 
him the adventurer, Heinz Neumann, who had now arrived 
in Canton to provide the Chinese Communists with the 
necessary " guidance " along the insurrectionary path. 

The Chang-Wang coup d'etat duly took place on November 
I 7 and the forces of the opposing generals squared off for battle 
in a zone that began forty miles from Canton and stretched 
from the North River districts to Swatow. On November 26 
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the Communist Party decided to prepare at once for an 
insurrection~ and a few days later set the date f()r Dect'mber 13. * 
According to Heinz ~eumann, the Communist leaders were 
" profoundly convinced that all the conditions for victory were 
present and that success ... was assured." 9 

In reality, conditions were such that in the country as a 
whole there was no force left capable of coming to the support 
of an uprising in Canton, even if it were victorious. More, 
in Canton and in Kwangtung rtself, the existing correlation of 
forces made such a victory impossible. Only afterward did 
the Heinz Neumanns and the Lozovskys admit that this had 
been the case. The Canton insurrectionists counted heavily 
in their plans on the co-operation of revolting peasants in the 
East River districts of Haifeng and Lufeng, one hundred and 
fifty miles from Canton, where only five years before Peng Pai 
had cradled the modern Chinese peasant movement. Peng 
was back there now and with the aid of the fleeing remnants of 
the Yeh-Ho army had created the first of those peasant 
" Soviets " which became the basis of Communist Party policy 
during the whole ensuing period. Dating from the end of 
October, this peasant rising in Hailufeng had stirred scattered 
sections of the peasantry in two or three other districts, in the 
North River area, and on the island ofHainan. Viewed in the 
light of the situation in the whole country, these tiny centres 
of rural revolt were only belated echoes of past opportunities 
irretrievably lost ; but in Canton the Communists saw them 
magnified ten thousandfold. They considered them sufficient 
to guarantee that the whole country would spring to their 
support. "Obviously," confessed Lominadze-mote than a 
year later-" we far too greatly exaggerated the extent of the 
development of the peasant uprisings at that time."10 

* By a peculiar" coincidence," the Canton insurrection was made to coincide 
with the Fifteenth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union at which 
Stalin completed his conquest of the Opposition and put through the wholesale 
expulsion of the Left wing of the Party. Trotsky has written that the insurrection 
was timed to give the Stalinist majority a " victory " in China " to cover up the 
physical extermination of the Russian Opposition."-Problems, pp. 291-2. Cf. 
Victor Serge, De Lenine a Staline, Paris, 1937, p. 31 ; Victor Serge, Russia Twenty 
Years After, New York, 1937, p. 160; Boris Souvarine, Staline, Paris, 1935, p. 434· 
The present writer has been told by members of the little group of Left Kuomintang 
emigres, which included Mrs. Sun Yat-sen, Eugene Chen, Teng Yen-ta, and 
others, who were then in Moscow, that they also had reason to believe that events 
in Canton were deliberately forced to create the necessary " atmosphere " at the 
Fifteenth Congress. 
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The military forces available to the Communists for the 
insurrection and to the reaction for its suppression, compared 
even without regard to the prevailing circumstances in the 
province and in the country at large, offered in themselves a· 
ghastly forecast of what was to come. Assembling the first-hand 
reports of the participants, Chen Shao-yu* found that " the 
armed forces of the ruling class stationed in Canton exceeded 
by five or six times the forces of the insurrectionists."11 

Summarizing the reports of the Communist military com
mander, Yeh Ting, of" Comrade A" (presumably Neumann), 
and of the-Darifon ·Revolutionary Military Committee, Chen 
estimated the armaments of the revolutionists, at their highest 
figures, as follows : " Revolvers and automatic revolvers, at 
most 30 ; grenades, at most 200 ; rifles in the hands of workers, 
at most 50 ; rifles in the hands of soldiers, at most I ,6oo."12 

Neumann's report said that the workers' Red Guard had 
only 29 Mausers and about 200 grenades-not a single rifle.13 

The only military detachment at the disposal of the insurrection 
was the cadet regiment, composed of non-commissioned 
offirPr~ ~nrl fnrTYlP.r V\Tlv::nY'IrH"'\0:. r":lrl~t-co A.f 't.u'hn.,....., ...., hnnt- nn.r'\ ur.cro"r.cro 
__ ..,_._. __ _, _..,..__ .... ._. .......... ..,.._...._ I 1 ............ .., ... ..__t..J.._......., ..._,.....,......_.._.-..._,,'-'.I. ''.1..1.\...1.1...1..1. ~JJVII,A."" .... VV ""'-"..1."-' 

members of the Communist Party.14 The actual number of 
participants in the uprising was given by Y eh Ting as 4,200, 
including I ,200 men of the cadet regiment, 3,000 Red Guards 
and others. "Comrade A" estimated only 2,ooo in addition to 
the cadets, giving a total of only 3,200.15 

According to Y eh Ting the authorities had 7 ,ooo well-armed 
men available ln. -Tiie-city for instant action. These included 
5,000 soldiers, I ,ooo policemen, and I ,ooo gangsters controlled 
by the reactionary Mechanics' Union. The soldiers included 
detachments of infantry, machine-gunners, and artillery. In 
all they possessed more than 5,000 rifles, a considerable number 
of machine-guns, 35 small trench-mortars and cannon.16 

These were only the forces in the city itself. In the river there 
were several Chinese and foreign gunboats. On the outskirts 
the of town there were nearly four full regiments stationed in 
barracks and only two or three days' travel away there were 
the combined armies of Chang Fah-kwei and Li Chi-sen, a 
force totalling no less than 50,000 men, well armed and well 

* Later, better known as Wang Min, secretary-general of the Chinese 
Communist Party. 
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trained. Among these troops Communist influence did not • 
exist, not even a trace of it. " The great bulk of the soldiers 
were completely ignorant of the Communist slogans ... " 
admitted Ncumann.1 7 "We had done no preparatory work 
to disintegrate the enemy troops ... " wrote Lozovsky. This 
" predetermined the outcome of the insurrection."1 8 In his 
subsequent report, Neumann admitted the overwhelming odds. 
"But if one considers," he feebly added, " that the troops of 
the bourgeoisie were surrounded on all sides by revolutionary 
ferment and that the commanding staff could not rely upon 
them politically, one can say that the military forces, in 
Canton, were equal." This was Neumann's only attempt at 
self-defence. The rest of his report is its own refutation.19 

The "revolutionary ferment" was so great that the 
Communist Party did not dare issue a call for a general strike. 
When Neumann and the Communist committee pondered 
the strategy to be followed, they thought for a moment of 
calling such a strike, but the idea was abandoned, according 
to Neumann, "because it seemed to the revolutionary com
mittee that if they did not succeed in taking the enemy unawares 
by a sudden night attack, the chances of victory would singularly 
diminish." 20 Huang Ping, a member of the revolutionary 
committee, records that it decided " unanimously " to stage 
the insurrection without attempting a strike.21 The last attempt 
to call out the Canton workers on October 23 had ended in 
disaster when Chang Fah-kwei took swift and savage measures 
which smashed all preparations for the walk-out. A further 
blow had been struck at the remaining forces under Communist 
influence when a week or so later Wang Ching-wei had secured 
the forcible eviction of the Canton-Hong Kong pickets from 
the dormitories which they still occupied on the outskirts of 
the city. Wang, the late great ally of the Comintern, had 
carried out the task from which even the militarists, up to 
then, had shrunk. The pickets had been dispersed. Only 
about five hundred of them remained at the disposal of the 
Communists.* After these experiences the Communist leader
ship ceased even thinking in terms of strikes. Insurrection was 
the thing. " The Communist Party was not capable of 
organizing strikes. They could not stop the economic life of 

• Neumann says there were only three hundred. 
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the whole city. They could not attract the proletarians in the 
factories and handicraft shops to the movement. . . . Only 
when the roar of guns and rifles was heard and barricade 
fighting was already in progress did the working masses begin 
to know that an insurrection was going on .... (The masses) 
regarded the insurrection as a sudden, accidental thing." 22 

By the same token, equally "sudden" and seemingly 
" accidental " would be the emergence of the " Soviet " whose 
name was now inscribed on tt.e banner of the Communist 
Party. Four days before the insurrection fifteen men were 
selected at a secret meeting, nine of them representing the tiny 
groups of workers under Communist leadership or influence, 
three uf them representing the cadets' regiment, and three who 
were supposed to represent the peasants of Kwangtung. 23 

These fifteen men constituted nothing less than the " Canton 
Council of Workers', Peasants', and Soldiers' Deputies ! " 
After the capture of power, it was decided, this " Soviet " 
would be enlarged to a membership of three hundred. 

Like every other revolutionary idea refracted through the 
Stalinized leadership of the Communist International, the idea 
of the Soviets had been mangled beyond all recognition. 
What is a Soviet ? First of all, it is an elected body of workers', 
peasants', and soldiers' representatives based on the widest 
suffrage of all sections of the toiling population. It is the 
embodiment of the broadest proletarian democracy. It rises 
in times of tremendous revolutionary upheavals. Emerging 
from strike committees, committees of action, and other local 
bodies, the Soviet brings within the orbit of the revolutionary 
movement broad sections of the revolting masses which have 
not yet been reached by any of the political parties. Its virtue 
lies in that it emerges organically from the mass movement 
itself and it becomes an extra-governmental authority that 
directly expresses the will of the masses. In the Soviets the 
masses receive their political schooling, accelerated a thousand 
times by the heightened friction of the times. In the Soviets 
they are led and trained through every phase of struggle in 
the rising revolutionary wave right up to the capture of power. 
Having organized and carried through the insurrection the 
Soviets become the organs of the new revolutionary power. 
This concept of the Soviets, formulated and tested through the 
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experience of the three Russian revolutions, disappeared under 
the reign of Stalin. Under the new dispensation, Soviets were 
to be regarded not as organs accompanying the whole course 
of revolutionary struggle, but as organs which could rightly 
appear only on the very threshold of the capture of power 
itsel£ This distorted view of the character and role of the Soviets 
found in Canton its correspondingly grotesque expression.24 

Even supposing for the momept that the Canton insurrection 
was being planned . in the midst of a forward surging mass 
movement, reaching out for power-which was not even 
remotely the case-the hastily improvised· election of a Soviet 
would have been an impossible and even unnecessary task. 
In such an event, the previous rise of the mass movement, if 
it had not already taken on Soviet forms, would necessarily 
have developed other, equally suitable organizations capable 
of preparing the masses and leading them to the seizure of 
power. In Canton none of these conditions existed. There 
was no rising mass movement and there was no basis for the 
appearance of an elected Soviet-and any other kind is not 
a Soviet at all. 

"To create an elected Soviet is not an easy matter," wrote 
Trotsky, who was not entirely unacquainted with the pheno
menon. "It is necessary that the masses know from experience 
what a Soviet is, that they understand its form, that they 
have learned something in the past to accustom them to an 
elected Soviet organization. There was not even a sign of this 
in China, for the slogan of Soviets was declared to be a 
Trotskyist slogan precisely in the period when it should have 
become the nerve centre of the entire movement. When, 
however, helter-skelter, a date was set for an insurrection so 
as to skip over their own defeats, they simultaneously had to 
appoint a Soviet as well. If this error is not laid bare to the 
core, the slogan of Soviets can be transformed into a strangling 
noose of the revolution. . . . 

" The task of the Soviets is not merely to issue the call for 
the insurrection or to carry it out, but to lead the masses 
toward the insurrection through the necessary stages. . . . 
The masses must sense and understand while in action that the 
Soviet is their organization, that it marshals the forces for a 
struggle, for resistance, for self-defence, and for an offensive. 

361 



THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

They can sense and understand this not from an action of a 
single day nor in general from any single act, but from the 
experience of several weeks, months, and perhaps years. . . . 
In contradistinction to this, the epigones have converted the 
Soviets into an organizational parade uniform with which the 
Party simply dresses up the proletariat on the eve of the capture 
of power. But this is precisely the time when we find that the 
Soviets cannot be improvised in.twenty-four hours, by order, for 
the direct purpose of an armed insurrection. Such experiments 
must inevitably assume a fictitious character, and the absence 
of the most necessary conditions for the capture of power is 
masked by the external ritual of a Soviet system. That is 
what happened in Canton where the Soviet was simply ap
pointed to observe the ritual. . . . The Soviet which was 
created in a hurry to observe the ritual was only a masquerade 
for the adventurist putsch."25 

The stage is set for tragedy. In the face of the country-wide 
apathy of the masses the Communist Party is conspiring to 
bring about an insurrection in Canton. Included in the fever
ish preparations is the " detail" of the appointment of a 
fifteen-man "Soviet" to assume to-morrow's power. Over
whelmingly stronger forces stand ready to crush them. The 
vast majority of the Cantonese workers do not have the least 
suspicion of what impends. Against all this there is only the 
matchless heroism of the workers and soldiers who are about 
to answer the call to rise. 

At the last moment the whole plan almost collapsed.26 

Wang Ching-wei had in the interim gone to Shanghai for a 
political conference with Chiang Kai-shek. There, according 
to Huang Ping, he learned of the Communists' plans and wired 
an urgent warning to Chang Fah-kwei in Canton. Chang 
immediately wired his chief aide, Hwang Che-hsiang, one of 
the dashing " revolutionary heroes " of the old Ironsides Army, 
to return from the front and detach sufficient troops to reinforce 
the Canton garrison. Hwang arrived in the city on the morning 
of December 10 with his troops a few hours' march behind 
him. These developments did not give the conspirators pause. 
The only conclusion drawn from them by the Revolutionary 
Committee was to hasten the uprising. The original date1 

fixed for the I 3th, Wi'\5 changed to the ll th, 
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At 7 p.m. on the evening of the 1oth the Red Guards began 
to gather at their appointed stations. Orders were sped to the 
barracks of the cadet regiment and within a few hours' time 
the die was cast. During that night disaster again almost 
overtook the enterprise. The vigilance of the authorities had 
been aroused. Heavy police patrols and armoured cars were 
thick in the streets. Pedestrians were searched in all the 
main thoroughfares. At an eirlY hour in the evening one of 
the concentration points of the Red Guards was actually 
uncovered. Ninety of the Guards were arrested and a cache 
of sixty grenades seized. There was a moment's wavering, 
but it was too late to turn back now. Orders were issued 
to the Red Guards to resist arrest if caught. The plan would 
have to go through now, come what may. 

For the next few hours all remained quiet. By midnight 
most of the police patrols, reassured, were off the streets. At 
3.30 a.m. precisely the silence was split by rifle-fire in the 
northern end of the city. The cadet regiment had risen. The 
regimental commander and several officers were arrested and 
shot. Climbing into waiting motor-buses the cadets split 
into parties of one and two companies each and trundled off 
through the city to the selected points of attack. Simul
taneously the squads of Red Guards moved into action. 

The first lightning raids were almost all successful. At 
several points in the city detachments of hostile troops were 
disarmed or put to flight after brief skirmishes. A considerable 
number of rifles was added to the slim store of the insurrec
tionists. In the heart of the city a combined worker-cadet 
force stormed and quickly occupied the central police head
quarters and the headquarters of the military gendarmerie 
just across the same street. At Chang Fah-kwei's staff head
quarters, and at the fortress-like mansion of Li Chi-sen, the 
attackers were repulsed by a deadly stream of machine-gun 
fire which proved impassable. By dawn, when most of the 
city was in the hands of the insurrection, these points still 
held out and fighting continued there well into the next day. 

At six o'clock on the morning of December I I the Canton 
" Soviet of Workers', Peasants', and Soldiers' Deputies " 
formally established itself in the police headquarters and began 
to function as the de facto Government of Canton. There were 
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only thirteen men present to launch the "Soviet." Two of 
the selected peasant delegates did not arrive in time to partici
pate. One of the Government's first acts was to release more 
than one thousand political prisoners, most of whom immedi
ately joined the forces of the insurrection. Arms seized from 
the enemy were doled out as fast as they were secured. The 
city was still crackling with gun fire when the first decrees of 
the " Soviet Government " be1pn to be issued. 

The manifesto of the revolutionary Government had been 
printed a few days before, but the printing plant where the 
copies still were held was in the line of fire and could not be 
reached. Hurriedly new handbills were run off in shops located 
within the captured area. Motor-cars were commandeered. 
Youthful propagandists made off in them to spread the freshly
printed sheets among the workers uf C<::.nton to let them know 
that the revolution had at long last taken place, that the 
blue banner of the Kuomintang had at last been replaced by 
the red flag of the Soviets. The manifesto called for the 
confiscation of the property of the big bourgeoisie, of the banks 
and money exchange shops. The houses of the wealthy were 
to be turned into dormitories for the workers. The pawnshops 
were to be taken over and all the articles in them returned freely 
to their owners. " All our martyrs have struggled and 
given their lives for such things. We must continue their 
struggle." To-day's struggle would only add to the list of the 
martyred. 

The programme of the Canton Commune caJled for an 
eight-hour day, wage increases, state aid to the unemployed 
according to the regular wage scale, nationalization of all 
big industries, communications, and banks, recognition of the 
All-China Trade Union Federation as the national organization 
of the Chinese proletariat. It called for the nationalization of 
land, the extermination of all landlords and haosen, destruction 
of land deeds, leases, debt bonds, land boundaries, and the 
establishment of the Soviet power in the villages. The city 
poor were to be relieved by the distribution of property confis
cated from the wealthy. All debts to pawnshops and usurers 
were ordered cancelled and all miscellaneous taxes and con
tributions imposed upon the toilers abolished. The arming of 
the workers, the immediate release of all political prisoners, 
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freedom of speech, Press, and assembly, and the right to 
organize and strike were proclaimed for the toiling population. 

Regarded in the light of the whole previous course of the 
Comintern's policy in the Chinese Revolution, the programme 
of the Canton Commune was of the utmost significance. 
Because the Chinese Revolution was a " bourgeois-democratic 
revolution," the theoreticians of the Communist International 
held that the perspective of a proletarian dictatorship was 
impossible. The revolution, a~cording to the official formula
tion of Stalin and Bukharin, was to culminate not in the 
dictatorship ofthe proletariat but in the" democratic dictator
ship of the proletariat and the peasantry." This " democratic 
dictatorship" was vaguely envisaged as a transitional regime 
which would carry out the democratic tasks of the revolution 
and pave the way to the proletarian dictatorship, which was 
to come in some undetermined manner at a later date. Trotsky 
held that the democratic tasks could be achieved only by a 
proletarian dictatorship, because the realization of those 
tasks was unthinkable without measures of a Socialist character, 
measures that encroached upon bourgeois property. For 
this Trotsky had been repeatedly charged with wanting to 
" skip over the bourgeois-democratic stage of the revolution." 
When it came to elaborating a programme in Canton, how
ever, the Chinese Communists found themselves compelled to 
proclaim what Trotsky described as " more radical measures 
than those with which the October revolution began." Trotsky 
asked : " If these are the methods of a bourgeois revolution, 
what will the proletarian revolution in China look like? " 27 

This question was not fated to :find its answer in Canton. 
Unconscious of how near they had come to the cardinal crime 
of " Trotskyism," the Canton Communards did not have 
time to do more than proclaim their programme. By mid
morning of December 1 I, the Kuomintang troops had already 
begun to strike back. At half a dozen barricades workers and 
soldiers were already desperately trying to repel the counter
attack which grew stronger every hour. The mass of the 
Canton workers remained passive onlookers. To them the 
outbreak had come as "a sudden, accidental thing." They 
were conscious of no identity with this small band of men who 
were performing miracles of valour before their eyes. They had 
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no idea that the " Soviet " which functioned in the Bureau of 
Public Safety was theirs, an organ of proletarian power. In 
those strained, desperate hours, who was there even to begin 
the task of arousing them, of drawing them into the struggle ? 
" . . . the active workers of the unions, the leaders, and the 
responsible nuclei comrades mostly joined the Red Guards. 
. . . They were at the barricades. There was no one to do the 
work of mobilizing the masses.':28 

The great majority of the workers and artisans of Canton• 
stood apart from the struggle. No general strike call was 
issued. Only a few handfuls of chauffeurs, printers, ricksha 
coolies and some others quit work eagerly to grasp rifies. 29 

Railway workers and river sailors continued at their jobs. 
They transported troops rushing to crush the uprising. They 
helped Kuomintang officials flee the city. 

" The masses took no part in the insurrection," reported 
Y ch Ting, who had arrived only six hours before the outbreak 
to take command of the military forces. "All the shops 
were closed and the employees showed no desire to support 
us. . . . Most of the soldiers we disarmed dispersed in the 
city. The insurrection was not linked to the difficulties of 
the railway workers on the three railway lines. The reac
tionaries could still use the Canton-Hankow line .... The 
workers of the power plant cut off the lights and we had to work 
in the dark. The workers of Canton and Hong Kong as well 
as the sailors, under the pressure of the British imperialists, 
did not dare join the combatants. . . . The river sailors 
placed themselves shamefully at the service of the Whites, 
whom they helped to cross the river while we were not even 
able to learn about some of the points of embarkation. The 
railway workers of the Hong Kong and Canton-Hankow 
lines transmitted the telegrams of the enemy and transported 
their soldiers. The peasants did not help us by destroying the 
tracks and did not try to prevent the enemy from attacking 
Canton. The workers of Hong Kong did not display the least 
sympathy for the insurrection.'' 30 

Neumann, more directly responsible for the debacle, said he 
felt that Yeh Ting's estimate of the role of the masses in the 
insurrection was not entirely just, but that he was " in agree
ment with him on the whole.'' His own report unavoidably 
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reflected the same facts. " The great majority of the prole
tariat and the petty bourgeoisie did not give sufficiently active 
support to the new power .... The railway workers, the 
municipal workers, the sailors of Hong Kong, and others did 
not stop work. . . . The petty bourgeoisie for the most part 
adopted a waiting attitude. . . . At the moment of the 
insurrection there was no important revolutionary movement 
among the peasants in the di~tricts adjacent to Canton. . . . 
The peasants (of Hailufeng and Hainan) were completely 
isolated ; no aid could be expected from them. The insurrec
tion at Canton was not supported by any intervention of the 
proletarian masses or revolutionary peasants in the other 
provinces of China. . . . "31 

That a few, perhaps a few thousand, workers in Canton 
sprang hopefully into action on the emergence of the Commune 
there can be little doubt. Yet at most they remained a pitifully 
small number. "It is true," said Deng Cheng-tsah, " that 
not all the workers of Canton participated. . . . But some 
people say only five thousand men were involved. This is . . . 
a slander. Surely more than twenty thousand took part." 
Even so, Deng, too, stopped to consider : " Still we must say 
that its social basis was not broad. For example, before the 
betrayal of the Kuomintang, there were about two hundred 
thousand workers under the Communist Workers' Delegates' 
Council.'' 32 

That was less than two years before. With their own forces 
and their own strength, the workers and peasants of Canton 
and K wangtung had demoralized the armies of the old 
militarists, paralysed mighty Britain's Hong Kong and made 
possible the unification of the province and the establishment 
of a National Government-for the Kuomintang and for the 
bourgeoisie. But at that time the thought of a workers' 
insurrection, of the expansion of the embryonic Soviets (the 
Workers' Delegates' Council and the Canton-Hong Kong 
Strike Committee) into broad democratic bodies embracing 
the aspirations and the impulses of moving millions was the 
kind of unthinkable blasphemy that could rise only in the 
mind of a Trotsky. To-day, with their organized forces 
reduced, to take Deng's figure, to less than a tenth of their 
former dimensions, with the revolution everywhere shattered, 
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and the reaction everywhere triumphant, the Communists 
were staging an insurrection under the banner of the Soviet 
power-only the masses were no longer there to follow them. 
Only two years before the Communists had seemed to see 
their forces through the broad end of binoculars-minuscule 
and impotent-when in reality they were mighty beyond 
belief. To-day they were looking at them through the narrow 
end, magnified multifold. They never saw their forces as 
they really were. The scores ~f thousands once with them 
were now gone, with the hopes in them that had died. 

Feverishly the few squads of youthful propagandists operating 
out of the Government's headquarters spread the news, by 
word of mouth and by handbills, that a monster mass meeting 
would be staged at noon on December I I. At the appointed 
time there were a bare three hundred men on hand. 33 The 
leaders swallowed their chagrin and called it a " delegates' 
meeting." Even a joint conference of all the functionaries 
and nuclei leaders failed to open at two successively appointeJ 
hours. The mcii. were at the barricades or could not be reached. 
That evening it was decided to hold the scheduled mass meeting 
at noon the next day, December I2, in front of the Taiping 
Theatre. Concerning this meeting, Huang Ping, who had 
been made "Foreign Affairs Commissar" of the Commune, 
is silent. Deng Cheng-tsah, another participant, says it failed 
to materialize. 34 Chen Shao-yu, who had the advantage of 
not having been in Canton but in Moscow at the time, says 
that Io,ooo workers did gather to ratify the decrees of the 
Soviet. 35 Even if Chen's claim were true, a gathering of 
Io,ooo workers to listen to the speeches of a hand-picked 
Soviet could only have been a bitter commentary on the 
memory of a simple May Day two years before when twenty 
times that number marched through the city in a mighty 
display of proletarian strength. According to the agenda of 
the scheduled mass meeting, the fifteen-man Soviet was 
supposed to have been confirmed in its functions, its measures 
and decrees ratified, and a proposal adopted for its enlargement 
to three hundred members. Whether these measures were 
ever actually passed upon is not recorded. Events quickly 
made the point immaterial, for by the afternoon of December I 2 

troops were attacking the city in force and a sanguinary battle 
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was raging in which workers and cadets, armed only with 
rifles, bamboo swords, and spears, stubbornly held their 
positions under murderous machine-gun and light artillery fire. 

During the fighting several fires had broken out in the 
central district of the city. ~aturally these were charged to 
the incendiarism of the Communards. Actually, the main 
blazes, which partially destroyed the Central Bank and 
neighbouring buildings, wen; directly traceable to the bom
bardment of the city from the river, where Chinese, British, 
and Japanese gunboats were co-operating to smash the 
Commune. They went into action to cover the defence of 
Chang Fah-kwei's headquarters and had also laid down a 
heavy barrage to, cover the crossing of the troops who were 
now arriving in large numbers to re-take the city. The 
bombardment ignited the powder magazine, starting fires 
which blazed up and down all the adjoining streets. 36 More
over the criminal element in the city had taken advantage of 
the uprising to get into action on its own behalf. " The 
gangsters took the opportunity to commit arson and to loot."37 

When Li Fu-lin's troops arrived, the two Chinese gunboats 
poured a rain of steel into the city which, according to the 
Peking Yi Shih Pao, caused fire to break out in ten different 
places. 38 

Enemy tr9£Q_s conv~rg_ed <;>I}_ t)l~ .Q~nton _Q5>mm~p._e_f~<:?m 
three different direc_t!9r1$.:._ Chang Fah-kwei, Hwang Che
hsiang, and Li Fu-lin directedopenitions- from-tile safety of a 
gunboat anchored in the river. Among the commanders 
marching to the suppression of the Commune was Hsueh Yoh, 
who only nine months earlier had offered his division to the 
Communists to oppose Chiang's Shanghai coup. From the 
West River front, from Kungyi in the north, and from 
Whampoa and Honan in the east, no less than 45,000 soldiers 
were being thrown into the fray. Inside the city the gangsters, 
1000 strong, and all well armed, were already in action. The 
main body of the Red Guards was entrenched behind sandbags 
at the river bank. It was being attacked by troops from 
across the river, by the gunboats, and by the Mechanics' 
Union gangsters in the rear. The Communards were already 
so isolated from the population that several enemy detachments 
landed and came within I 50 yards of the Revolutionary 
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Committee's headquarters before being spotted. 39 They held 
out, nevertheless, until ten o'clock on the morning of the Igth. 
After a final bloody fight at close quarters the workers were 
forced to retreat from their sandbag barricades. They fell 
back, fighting from street to street. Some of the leaders 
gathered part of the cadet regiment and a few Red Guards 
-Neumann says they totalled I,500 men-and escaped the 
cordon of enemy troops, leaving the city to march towards 
Hailufeng. 40 At noon the remaining Communards were 
making their last stand at the Bureau of Public Safety where 
the " Soviet" had briefly held sway. Here, after being sur
rounded on four sides, the last of the Red Guards resisted 
extermination in a two-hour battle. The enormous superiority 
in arms and numbers enjoyed by the attackers was matched 
only by the sheer nerve and courage of the defenders. Huang 
Mo-sung's Whampoa troops rushed the workers' lines on five· 
occasions and were thrust back every time. Shortly after 
noon the red flag was finally pulled down from police 
headquarters. 

The Co.q:Lznune~ only yesterday risen, to-day had fallen. 
In 'its final hours there was nothing but the desperate heroism 
of bands of ;vorkcrs who !a groups of ten, thirty, and fifty, stood 
their ground until their ammunition gave out or until they 
were trampled down and slaughtered l?y tJ:le attac~ers. By 
the afternoon of December I,& the last of the defenders of t!Ie 
Canton Commune had been wiped out. .. 

Bourgeois writers like shuddering,ly to refer to the C~12_t9n 
events of December I I-I3 as the ~·three d<iys of_ terrqr." 
During its brief existence, the Commune had killed only 2IO 
of its enemies and imprisoned only 7 r. 41 A Chinese bourgeois 
correspondent put the total deaths under the Commune at 
6oo, including in that figure an estimate of those killed by the 
Communards while resisting the Kuomintang ~ounter-a~tack. 42 

Not until the Chinese Gallifets set to work on the night of 
December I 3 did the real reign of terror begin. Li Chi-sen, 
Chang Fah-kwei, and Hwang Che-hsiang turned their soldiery 
loose on the city. Long after actual fighting had come to an 
end the streets clattered with the gun fire of the executioners 
and were strewn with the blood and bodies of the worker dead. 
~correspondent of the Ta Kung Pao sa"': women Co::!?_munists 
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"wrapped in cotton-padded blankets, soaked in gasoline and • 
burned alive. " 43 Soldiers seized any women they found with 
bobbed hair, which was regarded as infallible evidence of 
radicalism. Hundreds of girls were shot or otherwise killed 
after being subjected to indescrib~bk indignities. 44 " Following 
the suppression of the worker-peasant uprising," wired a 
reporter from the scene, " Canton is like hell itself .... 
Uncleared corpses are piled ~p along the roads." 45 A corre
spondent of the Peking Shuntien Pao ventured out into the 
streets. " The first thing I saw turning out of the small lane 
was the body of a worker lying face up. It was covered with 
dirt. On its head was a red kerchief. The forehead and right 
cheek had been shot away. Flies swarmed on the dead flesh. 
. . . Behind the fallen brick walls, propped up against trees 
and lying at the street curbs, floating on the surface of the river, 
.wherever you looked, dead men .... In every street every
where were the corpses of massacred men and wo-men.-- ... 
mood seemed t_o_be rlHl_ning In-rivers.-.. -. There were thick 
reddish black clots -~taining the ground~ strewn-with ~r~ins 
and bowefs and entrails. Stones, bamboo swords, and wooden 
spears still Jay <!bout the streets. ~-'- :. _The~cqr,r>_S~S l~ink- stiff 
in their blood stank jlQrrjbly. . . . At the square of the park 
I saw three trucks piled high with corpses. In the shrubs to 
the right were ten bodies, seemingly newly shot. . . . There 
were mournful shrieks and in the distance there still seemed 
to be shooting going on." 46 Under a photo of corpses in a 
Canton street a Shanghai editor captioned : " The bodies of 
the dead were collected as so much cordwood and carted 
away for burial in a common grave." 47 Among them were the 
bodies of Chang Tai-lei, head of the Revolutionary Committee, 
killed in battle on the 12th, and of five Russians, shot down 
by Li Fu-lin's soldiers when they raided the Soviet Consulate 
General on the 15th. Most of the leaders managed to escape. 
Heinz Neumann, according to Y eh Ting, had been one of the 
first to flee. Behind them, grotesquely sprawled on the streets 
of Canton, they left the flower of the Canton proletariat. 
:Th~ _&p.aJ toll of th_~co_unted dead wa~ 54700. -

That the "revoluti~nary generals '~ <2f the Kuomintang were 
merciless butchers was already a tardily established fact. 
Who were the real perpetrators of the crime of Canton? 
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The common graves of the nameless dead were still uncovered 
when bitter voices were raised among the Cantonese Com
munists charging the Kwangtung Provincial Committee with 
responsibility for the slaughter. 48 These voices were quickly 
silenced, for did the Provincial Committee stand alone? Had 
it not followed the lead of the Central Committee? Had not 
the Central Committee followed the lead of Stalin ? It was 
not possible to repudiate the £olicy of insurrection for its 
source led too directly to the Kremlin. The monstrous crime 
of Canton would have to be justified in order, once more, to 
preserve the myth of an infallible leadership. First to leap to 
do so was the Political Bureau of the Chinese Communist 
Party. In a resolution entitled " The Significance and Lessons 
of the Canton Uprising," adopted on January 3, 1928, it 
declarerl categorically : 

" Only cowardly opportunists can call such an uprising a 
premature act, a putsch, a military conspiracy. Such oppor
tunism did not exist in the Canton section of the Communist 
Party or among the members of the Central c:Jommittee. The 
Canton uprising in mid-December was an inevitabie outgrowth 
of the development of the class struggle as a whole and the 
conjuncture of the objective conditions. The working class 
had no other outlet but to rise directly to capture the 
revolutionary power."49 

The resolution went on to show that the insurrection was 
the " inevitable outgrowth " of the decisions of the Comintern 
and the Chinese Central Committee. After the collapse of 
Wuhan, it recalled, " the Executive Committee of the Com
munist International and the August 7 Conference of the 
Central Committee considered that a directly revolutionary 
situation existed in China. This analysis was completely in 
accord with the facts." 50 The defeats of Nanchang, of the 
Yeh-Ho adventure and of the Autumn Harvest Uprisings were 
due, of course, not to any misreading of the situation or the 
falsity of the insurrectionist course, but to " mistakes of the 
leadership" which were corrected by the November Plenum. 
The plenum had also " correctly" pointed out that " the 
revolutionary forces had not only not diminished but were 
uninterruptedly growing" and that the question of uprising 
was still "an issue directly on the order of the day." Thus1 
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early in December, "there was already in existence (in 
Canton) all the conditions for a victorious proletarian 
uprising." To have postponed the insurrection at that juncture 
would have been" to invite a most severe white terror." That 
the insurrection failed and led directly to the needless massacre 
of thousands of workers was once more due only to an isolated 
series of" mistakes," such as the " insufficiency of preparatory 
work." Thence the conclu~ion-once more !-that "the 
general situation in China is still a directly revolutionary 
situation," that the " perspective of the stabilization of Chinese 
capitalism after the Canton uprising not only does not improve 
but infinitely diminishes." Therefore : " The question of 
insurrection . . . and the question of Soviet power are the 
practical, immediate questions." The conclusion was a call 
to the Party " to redouble tenfold " the organization of new 
uprisings. 51 

A month later the Ninth Plenary Session of the Executive 
Committee of the Communist International adopted the same 
po~ition, clothed in a warning against " putschist tendencies " 
in general. The Canton insurrection was not a putsch but 
" the heroic attempt of the proletariat to organize Soviet 
power." It suffered only from "several errors of leadership," 
among them insufficient preparation, " absence of broad 
political strikes, absence of an elected Soviet as the organ of 
the uprising," for which " Comrade N. and others " were held 
responsible. " Despite all these mistakes of the leadership, 
the Canton insurrection must be regarded as the model of 
the greatest heroism of the Chinese worker." 52 By this 
cowardly attempt to hide behind the heroism of the Cantonese 
workers, the authors of the Comintern resolution hoped to 
cover their past blunders, which they now admitted had " led 
to the heaviest defeats of the workers and peasants ... to 
the extermination of part of the cadres of the Communist 
movement." Simultaneously they renewed the call for new 
sacrifices to justify the official course. They " foresaw " the 
imminent approach of" a new revolutionary upsurge" which 
p~sed before the Communist Party the '' practical task of 
organizing and carrying out the armed uprisings of the masses, 
since the tasks of the revolution cannot be solved except by 
uprisings and by the overthrow of the present power." The 
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advice against " putschism" was an injunction to avoid 
isolated actions. " The Party must consider as its principal 
task the preparation of general and combined actions in the 
cities and in the countryside in several adjoining provinces. 
These actions must be organized on a large scale." 53 On 

, february__l.L___!22~~~talin's Prq_~dq_ ~.['<?_te ~ J:h<:_: Chinese 
/c{Yommunist Party is __ ~e~di!lg_~o~a_rd~ an <!_rme_d ins].lrrection. 

TI_~ wno_!e si_!_llat~QI! i_g Chii_?-a_£eaks for the ~a~!_ that this is 
tbe _co:_re_ct c~~r~e_: _. _._._~xperienc~ nrov~ that the Chinese 
Communist Party must concentrate all its efforts on the task 
or ~e Cfay-:..tc)-ctay _an<[~idesi>r~~~ ~~reful prepara!l£n Qr the 
armed insurrection."54 
--During the- eil_sui;;.R_ fiv~ months_ t;his policy lee{ the Chinese 

Communists from dis<~ster to Jisaster, to scattered adventures 
'\Vh~di crushed the rerrmants of -its Torces. :By the time the 
Sixth Co-ngresses of the Chinese CommuniSt Party and of the 
Communist International convened in .July and August, rg28, 
the fact had at last been impressed on the political strategists 
of the Kremlin that the " direct revolutionary situation" 
which allegedly had existed since August, 1927, was an 
unfortunate fiction. This did not mean that the " fundamental 
line " of insurrection, dictated by Moscow and pursued so 
disastrously ever since, could now be rejected as false and a 
clearer light thrown on the period of adventurism as the logical 
reaction to the opportunist blunders of the past. It simply 
meant that a new formula of justification had to be found. 
It was suddenly " discovered" that the Canton insurrection 
was not the prelude to the immediate establishment of the 
Soviet power in China, not the climax of a steadily " rising 
wave " of the revolution, but a rearguard battle which con
cluded the declining revolutionary wave after the collapse of 
Wuhan. 

"The greatest political mistake of many Chinese Communists 
and of Communists of other countries (?) . . . was that for 
several months after the_ defeat of the 0~11ton upri~ing, they 
thought that this uprising was the direct beginning of a new, 
higher, revolutionary wave all over China, and according~y 
they were for the direct organization of armed uprisings." 
Who speaks? None other than Lominadze, author of the theory 
of the '' uninterrupted ascent " of the Chinese Revolution. 55 
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Recognition of this "greatest political mistake " could not 
involve recognition of any " mistake " on the part of the 
E.C.C.I. or the Chinese Communist leadership. The Sixth 
Congress of the Chinese Party, which took place in a Moscow 
suburb on the eve of the Sixth World Congress of the Comintern, 
solemnly announced that "the Nanchang uprising, the 
Autumn Harvest Uprisings and especially (!) the Canton 
uprising were not putschist. in character." The Canton 
commune was " the necessary (?) heroic attempt to safeguard 
the revolutionary conquests (?). . . . But objectively," and 
here is the new formula, " the Canton insurrection was 
a rearguard battle in the process of the defeat of the 
revolution." 56 

The colonial theses of the Sixth World Congress said that 
after the Wuhan collapse the Chinese Communist Party 
had "corrected its line "-that is, it took the road of insur
rection-" but the revolutionary wave was already falling." 
So ? " Instead of the former gross errors of opportunist 
leadership, there were now revealed, on the contrary, in 
various places, extremely harmful putschist mistakes." 57 How 
could a " correct " policy of uprising in a period of revolu
tionary decline have led to anything but " harmful putschist 
mistakes" ? What is putschism but the deliberate launching 
of uprisings in conditions which foredoom them to defeat? 
These questions were neither asked nor answered, for the 
Comintern itself had ordered the turn to insurrection and 
the Comintern was infallible. It could merely be admitted 
now, in an off-hand manner, as if no one had ever spoken 
differently, that " the revolutionary wave was already falling." 
The Nanchang adventure, the Autumn Harvest Uprisings and 
the Canton insurrection were only " attempts to avert the 
defeat of the revolution." The Canton insurrection was " the 
last powerful onslaught"' of the revolutionary wave which 
was "near to subsidence."ss 

This casual change of labels only thinly disguised utter 
bankruptcy. When the Chinese Communist Party took the 
i,nsurrectionary road and reaped its autumn harvest, it did so 
in the belief that along this road lay the capture of revolu
tionary power. No one talked of" safeguarding revolutionary 
conquests." There were none. There were only defeats to 
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overcome. The question of conquering power was put 
belatedly on the order of the day. 

When the Opposition in Moscow warned that after the 
collapse of Wuhan the revolutionary decline had set in, that 
a defensive retreat had to be made, it was charged with 
" liquidating " the Chinese Revolution. Only now, after 
a year of new and catastrophic defeats traceable directly to 
the Comintern's false estimat,e of the situation, the Sixth 
Congress casually remarked that after Wuhan the revolu
tionary wave was indeed " falling " and " near to subsidence." 
What was "liquidationism" in August, 1927, did not become 
"Bolshevism" until August, 1928, long after events had laid 
the bodies of five thousand seven hundred Cantonese prole
tarians at the gates of the Kremlin. What defeated general 
throws his remaining forces into a trap and destroys them in a 
" rearguard battle" when a road of retreat lies clearly open 
bchn·e him ? Only one who is blind or ignorant. The 
" revolutionary " genera!~ of the C~mintern were both. 



CHAPTER XVIII 

FRUITS OF DEFEAT 

T he defeat of the revoluti~n placed_ the ;Kuomintang in 
power. It ushere~ iJJ. a .E_qiod qf counter-revolution1 terror, 

renewed militarist wars1 _ d~epening ecQnomic cl,isip.tegration 
and impot~nce in the fa,!=e of renew<:d im,Perialist invasions. 
- Unable to offer the masses sufficient economic security to 
win their voluntary support, the bourgeoisie could not develop 
or utilize democratic institutions. It could establish its 
power only in the form of a brutal military dictatorship, shared 
by groups of rival satraps and wholly dependent upon the 
military and financial support of the imperialists. Incapable of 
taking a single effective step toward bettering the condition 
of the people as a whole, the Kuomintang regime grew into 
a monstrous parasite on the stricken body of the nation. Its 

- generals and its bankers, its landlords and bureaucrats, its 
jailers and executioners, inextricably interlaced, mercilessly 
drained the country. The bright promises of economic and 
social reforms that had accompanied the Kuomintang's rise 
to power remained empty phrases. Under Kuomintang rule 
all the existing means of exploitation were preserved and 
sharpened to an unprecedented degree. It maintained itself 
by naked force alone. ( 

;;:: No_ ?JJ.e knows _ho~ _J!l~!_lY ~av~~ died J!lldsr. th~ §f.Qur~ C]f I 1 
'K.uomintang terror. No one knows how many men and · ' . · 
~omenJ boys and gif1:~_1iave t>~en J:i!utjfat~g;~_t_oitured.; iin
p;isoned, and killed 9uriJ].g_ th~ J?<;S~ dec<~,<k_o_f_!5-uomip.~ng 
r?le. It is known only that tb,~re have been thousand~.~.. scores 
of thousanas, slaughte!~d and ma[med gu"r.1J].g ma~s butcherjes 
:in the country-side and in the cities, in addition to the victims 
of the day-to-day man-hunts -carried-on )-!11_femittingly2 -year 
after year. No one has ever known exactly how many political 
prisoners choked stinking jails from one end of the land to the 
other, or how many of them di~d of dis~as~ <:>r ~m the rack. 
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For the record there are only partial estimates and incom
plete figures culled from official announcements and from the 
daily Press. From April to December, I927, according to 
one investigation, there were 37,985 known dead and 32,3I6 
known political prisoners. BetweenJanuary and August, I928, 
27,699 were formally condemned to death and more than 
I7,ooo were imprisoned. At the end of I930 the Chinese 
Red Aid estimated that a tota~ of I4o,ooo had been killed or 
died in prison. In I 93 I a study of available figures for cities 
of six provinces established that 38,778 had been executed as 
enemies of the regime.1 From I932 to I936 the thousands who 
were killed or filled the prisons were mainly those who in one 
way or another challenged the contemptible capitulation of 
Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang to Japanese imperialism, 
or who tried to organize resistance to the imperialist invasion 
of Chinese territory, the seizure of Manchuria and a part of 
North China. Chiang Kai-shek adopted a policy of" non
resistance" to the imperialist invasion while he conducted 
a merciless war of extermination against insurgent peasants 
in Central China, killing thousands and laying waste villages 
and fields in the provinces south ofthe Yangtze. 

The terror struck hardest at workers and peasants who 
tried to resist steadily worsening conditions of life under the 
Kuomintang. When the ravages of the world economic crisis 
were added to the rapacity of the regime, China was quickly 
faced with economic stagnation and complete bankruptcy. 
In five years Chiang Kai-shek's Government ran the internal 
debt up to $I,Ioo,ooo,ooo (Chinese currency), and used all 
but I per cent of this huge sum for the military machine 
upon which Chiang's power rested and its bureaucratic 
apparatus. When under the blows of the economic crisis 
Chinese foreign trade suffered a drastic drop, and when 
Japanese imperialism, goaded by the same crisis, took possession 
of Manchuria and cut away a substantial portion of the 
Government's revenue, at the same time intensifying its drive 
on Chinese holdings in the textile and silk industries, the feeble 
economic structure on which the regime rested threatened t!) 
collapse altogether. 

The index of foreign trade (I9I2-Ioo) fell from 277 in I93I 
to I 18·6 in I934· The index of the unfavourable balance of 
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trade (I9I2-Ioo) was 9I'92 in I927 and rocketed to 542·62 
in 1932. In the latter year the country's industry and agri
culture had declined to a point where food and clothing 
accounted for more than half the total import. The silk 
industry, an old mainstay of Chinese economy, was almost 
entirely wiped out. Of 93 filatures operating in Shanghai in 
I927 only 23 we.·e still working in I934· In reels this drop 
was from 22,I68 to 5,722. japanese silk was selling more 
cheaply on the Chinese market than China's own product. 
In the textile industry, foreign capital inexorably overtook 
and absorbed Chinese-owned enterprises. By I 934 Japanese 
and British textile mills controlled nearly half the spindles 
and produced half the yarn in China. Foreign weaving 
mills, although fewer in number, produced 50 per cent more 
pieces of cotton goods than all the Chinese mills put together. 
Chinese handicrafts, paper-making, match-making, porcelain, 
went down under the pressure of foreign competition. Prices 
of agricultural products declined 25 to 50 per cent by I932. 
Small landowners, swamped by swollen taxes and periodic 
militarist requisitions many times greater than the total paid 
in land taxes, could no longer even meet the costs of production. 
Tenant farmers abandoned the land by the scores of thousands 
when rents soared 50 to I oo per cent. Over vast rural areas 
thousands of mow of land went to waste. The steady drain 
of silver, aggravated by the American silver purchasing policy 
in I934, destroyed the meagre basis of Chinese currency.2 

Powerless to cope with the economic crisis, aggravated by 
the inroads of the imperialists, the Kuomintang regime was 
even more helpless when in 1931 Japanese imperialism began 
a new, aggressive phase in its programme for the conquest of 
China. Taking shrewd advantage of the strategic vacuum 
created by the economic crisis and the plans of Britain and 
France for the creation of a cordon sanitaire around the 
Soviet Union, Japan moved into Manchuria, terminating the 
status quo created by the Washington Treaty of I922. In 
studied and deliberate stages, separated by pauses for careful 
consolidation of newly-won positions, Japanese imperialism 
between 193 r and 1935 conquered Manchuria and transformed 
it into" Manchukuo," forced the demilitarization of Shanghai, 
occupied Jehol, demilitarized the Hopei border districts, 
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disorganized North China trade by openly sponsoring a large
scale smuggling trade, and drove a wedge westward into the 
Inner Mongolian province of Chahar. 

At each stage the invaders either met no resistance at all 
or were opposed by isolated detachments abandoned to their 
fate by Chiang Kai-shek's Government at Nanking. The 
policy of " non-resistance " did not signif/ mere passivity. 
While Nanking knocked feebly at the doors of Geneva, it 
ruthlessly suppressed any attempt independently made in 
China to organize resistance to the invasion. The whole 
machinery of the terror was geared to smash the spontaneous 
anti-Japanese movement that sprang into being in the winter 
of I 93 I. It broke up popular anti-Japanese associations and 
forced the termination of the anti-Japanese boycott. Tt made 
no :1ttempt tu :support the guerrilla detachments of Volunteers 
which continued to harass the Japanese Army in Manchuria. 
When the soldiers of the I 9th Route Army made their historic 
stand at Shanghai in January-February, I932, Chiang Kai
shek held all but a few of his men and all of his planes and 
artillery far from the battle-front while thousands fell under 
merciless attack from land, air, and sea. When the sabotaged 
defence finally collapsed, Chiang's emissaries signed the 
Shanghai armistice of May 5, I932, which demilitarized a 
2o-kilometer zone around the city. 

A year later when the invaders advanced into Jehol they 
found none of the defences which Nanking had assured the 
people it was building. By that time the combined policy of 
"non-resistance" and appeals to the League of Nations had 
worn itself thin. No one believed Chiang Kai-shek's repeated 
assertions that he would " go North" and " lay down his life." 
The League sent out a commission of ex-colonial administrators, 
headed by Lord Lytton, whose report proposed dismemberment 
of China in behalf of all the imperialists instead of for Japan's 
benefit alone. On the eve of the J ehol march, Nanking 
executed a clumsy pirouette and announced its intention to 
resist, but it moved neither men, nor guns, nor food, nor 
supplies. The " resistance " meant leaving thousands of ill
fed, ill-armed, demoralized soldiers in the path of the japanese 
advance. J ehol was taken in a week. A few regiments made 
brief, spectacular stands at the Great Wall passes, but in a few 
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days they were crushed. In May, r 933, when Japanese forces 
marched to the gates of Peiping, Chiang Kai-shek's repre
sentatives signed the Tangku Truce which demilitarized 
s,ooo square miles south of the Wall and gave Japan a firm 
foothold in North China. During 1934 agreements were 
successively signed for resumption of rail and postal connections 
between North China and Manchukuo and the re-establish-
ment of Chinese customs sta!ions along the Hopei border. 
Nanking accorded de facto recognition, by these acts, to the 
Japanese conquest of the north-eastern provinces. In 1935 
the Chin-Doihara accord recognized Japan's claim to eastern 
Chahar and Chiang's War Minister signed the Ho-Umetsu 
agreement which cleared Hopei of all central Government 
troops. These were the springboards from which Japan 
plunged into its further, more extensive campaigns of conquest 
in I937· 3 

• 

~ Born with the ~id_of _ imp~ri_alist. mid:wives~ nurtured on 
in1pena11st support, the Kuomintang regime in a few short 
years brought the_ country _to tbe brink of economic collapse 
~4 di~membermenL_ For a de~_ade Chiang :!<:_ai:sh~k con
hnued with impu_nity to mass~c;r~J_eyolyticmis_ts.a. suppress and 
disperse the defensive struggl<;s_ _of_ .the wor_k~rs.a. exter_minate 
wn61e sections of the revolting peasantry..t and hilnd large 
sections of the country undefended over to Imperialist invaders. 
Throughout, no effective revolutionary force challenged the _. 
Kuomintang counte~-.z:eyoluyon. These~e!:_e the _fr:ui~s of the .r: ;~ 
qefeat ofth_~ rexqlmi_on of 1925-27. ' ' 

After the disasters_ of 19.27_, culmil}a,tin.&._jn __ the _C(lnton 
insurrection, the Comml}nist _Par~ .had plun,g,ed into __ pew 
blind alleys. A Party that had suffered a debacle of such 
dimensions could not hope to re-form its ranks without first 
thoroughly digesting the reasons for its failures. The lessons 
of the past had to be the indispensable starting-point of a new 
course, for they created the premises of the new situation and 
the new problems it presented. The _policies that had led to 
disaster in 19271 however.l were d~c@re~~ to have been infallibly 
correct. "It is not the main line of tactics that was at fault," 
Bukharin told the Sixth Co-ngress of the Comintern in July, 
1928, " but the practical actions and the practical application 
of the line pursued in China." 4 More, the essential kernel of 
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the " main line," the theory and attempted practice of the 
"democratic dictatorship," was embodied in the programme 
of the Communist International and reaffirmed as the basic 
pillar of Communist Party strategy for the future. The triple 
experience of Canton-Shanghai-Wuhan passed over without 
leaving a trace. 

The Chinese Revolution of I 925-27 had provided, in the form 
/ of an antithesis..: a new confi~mation of the lessons of the 

October revolution in Russia. It proved again, although this 
time negatively, that in our times a backward country could 
realize its democratic revolution on1y-1n- the form o( _the 
proletarian dictatorship, drawing beb~q<;!_it the poor peasant 
niiU!ons. Tn 1925-=-22 the Cominternl.. under Stalin's leadership, 
r c.jccted the perspective of the proletarian dictatorshi.J2 and 
substituted for it Lenin' §_l9n,g-abandoneJ formula, thP nebulous, 
never-defined intermediate regime of the" democratic dictator
ship of the proletariat and peasantry, which again and again 
in the real life of contending classes turned out to be the 

:''- dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. First Chiang Kai-shek's 
'' Canton and then Wang Ching-wei's Wuhan were described as 

the budding embryos of the " democratic dictatorship " which 
would carry out the agrarian revolution and free China of its 
imperialist yoke. The Chinese proletariat was compelled to 
pay with its best heads to learn that the bourgeoisie would not 
destroy the foundations of its own power, that the revolution 
could advance only in the form of the proletarian dictatorship. 
To thrust this experience aside, as the Comintern now pro
ceeded to do, was to doom the Communist movement in 
China to new futility, new defeats. 5 

In line with the general Leftward lurch taken by the Comin
tern in 1928, the sudden discovery of the " third period," the 
final period of capitalism and the " stormy revolutionary 
upsurge,'' 6 theoretical confusion was multiplied by the tactical 
madness of ultra-Leftism, opportunism fused with adventurism. 
While it continued to dangle before the Chinese Communists 
the tantalizingly illusory " democratic dictatorship," the 
Co min tern rejected the tactic of agitation for limited democratic 
demands. Instead the Comintern ordered the shattered 
Chinese Communist Party to set its course now toward the 
creation of-Soviets. 
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"At the present time," decreed the colonial thesis of the 
Sixth Congress, " the Party must everywhere propagate 
among the masses the idea of Soviets, the idea of the democratic 
dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry, and the inevit
ability of the coming revolutionary mass armed uprising. It 
must already now emphasize in its agitation the necessity of 
overthrow of the ruling bloc and the mobilization of the 
masses for revolutionary de~onstrations. . . . It must con
sistently and undeviatingly follow the line of seizure of State 
power, organization of Soviets as organs of insurrection, 
expropriation of the landlords and big property owners, 
expulsion of the foreign imperialists .... The future growth 
of the revolution will place before the Party as an immediate 
practical task the preparation for and carrying through of 
armed insurret:tion as the sole path to the completion of the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution and to the overthrow ... 
of the power of the Kuomintang." 7 

In the period ofthe revolutionary rise, when the centripetal 
tendencies of the masses were in full play, Stalin-Bukharin 
had substituted the bourgeois Kuomintang for Soviets. Now, 
when a profoundly centrifugal process had set in as a result of 
the defeat, the slogan of Soviets could, in Trotsky's words, be 
only " doctrinary, lifeless, or what is just as bad . . . the 
slogan of adventurists." 8 That the thesis, following Stalin's 
original concept, regarded Soviets as " organs of insurrection " 
and not as democratic councils accompanying the whole course 
of the rising mass movement throu.gh a period of dual power, 
served only to emphasize the purely adventurist character of 
the slogan. 

Certainly it followed from the fresh experience of the past 
that the further development of the Chinese Revolution would 
have to be toward Soviets and through them to the proletarian 
dictatorship as the only means of winning land for the peasants 
and freedom from imperialist domination, i.e. the only means 
of successfully carrying out the tasks of the democratic revolu
tion. This did not mean, however, that the banner of Soviets 
.could be waved in the faces of workers who had just been driven 
back by a series of catastrophic defeats. " Nothing is more 
fruitless and worthless than to show one's fist after the battle," 
wrote Trotsky to the Sixth Congress from his exile in Alma 
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• Ata. " . . . It must be distinctly understood that there is not, 
at the present time, a revolutionary situation in China. It is 
rather a counter-revolutionary situation ... transforming 
itselfinto an inter-revolutionary period ofindefinite duration." 9 

For this transitional period, Trotsky proposed to arm the 
Communist Party with a programme of struggle based upon 
the most elementary democratic demands as a means of 
reviving the revolutionary mood~ of the masses and grouping 
them together once more on the basis of political demands 
that corresponded to their simplest daily needs. These were 
the demands for the eight-hour day, freedom of speech, Press, 
assembly, organization, and strike, generalized in the slogan 
calling for a thoroughly democratic National Assembly, based 
on universal suffrage. Political agitation along such lines, 
coupled to the conduct of defensive struggles and the patient 
reorganization of the trade union movement, could alone, he 
said, revivt> the combative moods of the workers, restore their 
confidence, enable the Communist Party to secnre a solid 
foundation in the key economic sectors, and, with the march 
of events, to permit it once more to debouch on the revolu
tionary road. Consistent and audacious championship of a 
truly democratic National Assembly as opposed to the arch
censored and pseudo-democratic pretensions of the Kuomin
tang military dictatorship could alone help re-create those 
conditions in which the formation of Soviets would once more 
actually correspond to the moods and needs of the workers.10 

The Comintern, however, ordered the Chinese Communists 
to advance against the Kuomintang counter-revolution and 
in the face of the deepening apathy of the workers with no 
political weapons other than " the idea of Soviets" and the 
"inevitability of the coming revolutionary mass uprising." Scorn
ing the notion that China had entered a period of the darkest 
counter-revolution, the Comintern saw itself instead "between 
two waves" or" in the trough of two waves of the revolution." 
Momentarily the slogan of insurrection became a" propaganda 
slogan," but obviously with the swift rise to the crest of the 
second wave it would " again become the slogan of immediate. 
practice."11 

" If we find ourselves between two waves of continuous 
revolutionary progress;" warned Trotsky, " then every mani-
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festation of discontent, no matter how small its importance, 
can be considered as the . . . ' beginning of the second wave.' 
... From this can grow a 'second wave' of putschism."12 

This tendency had, indeed, already manifested itself at the 
!Sixth Congress where a Chinese delegate cried : " We are 
marching rapidly toward a new revolutionary wave ! " 13 

Whereat the other representatives of the Party that had just 
suffered one of the most cru.hing defeats in the history of the 
class struggle sprang to their feet and shouted in unison : 
" Long live the victorious Chinese Revolution ! " 14 Holding 
its own Sixth Congress during the same month in Moscow, the 
Chinese Communist Party announced that " symptoms of the 
most elementary kind of the new revolutionary wave can 
already be perceived."15 A year later the Executive Committee 
of the Communist International, excited by a new outbreak of 
militarist civil war in China, announced the precise moment 
when the rise from trough to crest began : " This is the 
initial point of a new revolutionary wave ... " it wrote in a 
letter to its Chinese section. " The Party should destroy the 
power of all militarist factions. . . . ' Turn the militarist war 
into class civil war,' 'Overthrow the power of the landlord
bourgeois bloc '-such should now become the principal and 
urgent slogans of the Party .... Prepare for the political 
general strike .... " 16 Thus disoriented, the Chinese Com
munist Party embarked upon a new series of hopeless adven
tures that only widened the chasm that already separated it 
from the working class. It never recovered as a working
class organization from the defeats of 1927. 

" The Co min tern," a delegate had boasted at the Sixth 
Congress, " brought forward resolutely the slogan of armed 
insurrection for the establishment of the Soviet regime .... 
This alone has enabled our Party to consolidate our ranks, win 
new forces, rally hundreds of thousands, nay millions of 
workers around its slogans."17 Yet three months later the 
Central Committee, in an internal document, uncovered the 
truth behind this hollow extravagance : " The trade union 

.organizations have shrunk to almost nothing. The Party 
organizations in the cities are scattered and smashed. In the 
whole country there is not one healthy nucleus of industrial 
workers." 18 
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To the enormous task of rebuilding the trade union move
ment, the Communist Party, led by Li Li-san, came with a 
programme of forming "red unions" in opposition to the 
"yellow" unions permitted by the Kuomintang to exist after 
1927. This was the application in China of the general policy 
adopted by the Co min tern in I 928 of head-on collisions with 
other sections of the organized labour movement which did not 
accept the political programma of the Communist Party. 
In China it assumed particularly grotesque forms because the 
attempt to create Communist unions was made on the morrow 
of a great defeat when the great mass of the workers had already 
turned their backs on the Party. The "red unions" were, 
of course, identified, in membership and in programme, with 
the Party itself. They prt>sented, full-blown, the Party's 
programme of " Soviets " which did not attract the workers 
into their ranks, but instead, in the conditions of white terror, 
frightened them away. 

The great union organizations, built not too solidly during 
the swift rise of the mass movement, had been swept from the 
scene. Kuomintang-sponsored unions had replaced only a 
few of them. A good many of these were unions in name 
alone, consisting of gangster-officials appointed directly by the 
Kuomintang Government to insure the effective repression 
of the workers. In many cases, however, the workers joined 
these Kuomintang unions even though they were led by obvious 
tools of the Nanking regime. It was their natural tendency in 
seeking to defend themselves to cling to such organizations as 
the Kuomintang allowed them. Moreover, the regime carried 
on pseudo-liberal propaganda. It adopted enticing labour 
laws (which, of course, never became operative). It even 
permitted a number of strikes, especially in foreign enterprises, 
which helped the " yellow " leaders entrench themselves by 
sowing new illusions among the workers. These leaders, to be 
sure, preached class collaboration, compromise, and submis
sion, but had not the workers been schooled only yesterday, 
by the Communist Party, in the doctrine of the " bloc of four 
classes"? In North China many unions came into existenceJ 
for the first time only in I 928, under Kuomintang auspices, 
after Chiang Kai-shek had completed the march to Peking 
and the liquidation of the old regime there. In Tientsin and 
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Peking many workers gladly flocked into the unions now set 
up, most of them still unaware that the alliance of the Com
munists and the Kuomintang had come somewhat abruptly 
to an end ! These organizations fell largely into the hands of 
Wang Ching-wei's faction of the Kuomintang (" Reorganiza
tionists ") which sought a base among the workers in the 
interests of its struggle against Chiang Kai-shek's leadership 
within the ruling Party.19 T~e attractive force of the Reorgan
izationists lay precisely in their agitation for a more democratic, 
civilian regime in the place of the ruthless military dictatorship 
of Chiang Kai-shek. By disdaining to conduct a struggle on 
this level, the Communist Party left the field clear to the 
Wang Ching-wei group, which for four years canalized the 
democratic aspirations of a considerable stratum of the petty 
bourgeoisie and of the workers, only to betray those aspirations, 
as was inevitable, for the sake of a tawdry capitulation to 
Chiang Kai-shek. * 

Under the Kuomintang, however, the organized labour 
movement was reduced to a shadow of its former dimensions. 
In 1927 nearly 3,ooo,ooo workers had belonged to trade unions. 
In I 928 this total was cut nearly in half. In I 930, according 
to official figures, there were 7 4 I unions with 57 4, 766 members, 
another drop of about 6o per cent, and in I 932 there was a 
further decline to 621 unions with 41o,o67 members. 20 The 
overwhelming majority of China's industrial workers remained 
without any organization at all, even of the most elementary 
kind. 

Neither among the thousands organized in unions nor among 
the millions of the unorganized could the Communists gain 
.any ground, despite the fact that in 1928 the workers did not 
entirely abandon the struggle, but fought remarkably stubborn 

* Personal breaches were not so easily healed after the reconciliation between 
Wuhan and Nanking in August, 1927. Chiang Kai-shek shrewdly withdrew 
from the Government in September that year while the multiple factions in the 
Kuomintang scrambled for power. He returned triumphantly early in 1928 to 
maintain the balance among them. Wang Ching-wei associated himself with 
various rival militarists, first with Chang Fah·kwei and later with Feng Yu-hsiang 
and Yen Hsi-hsan, who waged civil war against Chiang in 1930 and were defeated. 
In January, 1932, Wang finally returned to Nanking with Chiang Kai-shek and 
became the civilian fig-leaf for Chiang's otherwise undisguised military dictator
ship. Wang's followers, of the type of Tang Leang-li, who had for years penned 
passionate indictments of Nanking's brutal misrule, experienced no difficulty 
in becoming Chiang's humblest apologists once they were favoured with fat posts 
in his Government. 
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defensive strike battles. The cessation of civil war and a 
brief economic revival helped restore confidence among the 
workers in many important industrial sectors. In Shanghai, 
for example, there were 120 strikes during 1928, involving 
2 I 3,996 workers. Five-sixths of them were fought for better 
wages and shorter hours. 21 In these favourable circumstances, 
the Communists remained impotent onlookers. In 1928 and 
later, wherever they tried to appl;oach the workers with talk of 
"political strike," " general strike," " armed uprising," and 
" Soviet power," the frightened strikers rushed back to their 
jobs. Not until much later, when Li Li-san had been deposed 
as leader of the Party, did some of the facts come to light in the 
Party Press. " The workers feared to have the Communists 
rome," it was recorded, " ... and implored them not to 
wreck their sti ugg!es. They politely said : ' Your excellencies' 
words are quite correct, but we cannot carry them out now. 
It will be a good thing for us if we can get our wages raised 
a little and not get fired.' " The gulf between what the 
workers wanted and what the Communists proposed became 
so wide, according to this same account, that the few Com
munist workers who remained often concealed news of an 
impending strike from their Party superiors in order to give 
the strikers a chance to conduct the struggle on their own 
terms ! On one occasion when the Party committees in 
Shanghai sent representatives to the scene of a strike at a textile 
mill, the workers said : " This is our affair. Why have your 
excellencies come here so enthusiastically? " Or others said 
to themselves : "The C.P. has come again. We had better 
run away before we lose the more by it."22 

In the great majority of instances the strikes developed 
spontaneously in the factories. " Even in Shanghai the workers 
lacked fighting organizations," said an official Communist 
Party report. " ... They were scattered ... and defeated. 
Most of them passed under the leadership of the yellow unions 
and the Kuomintang." The Communists, on their part, 
" looked with contempt on the yellow unions. As a result, the 
work and influence of the red unions shrank to almost nothing 
and the masses were left under yellow union influence."23 

The " red unions " had shrunk to " almost nothing " and the 
Party lacked " a single healthy industrial nucleus " at the end 
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of 1928. In the years that followed the Communists made 
extravagantly preposterous claims to strength. Yet in internal 
Party documents these claims found their own refutation, 
especially when in accord with the established practice of 
blaming scapegoats for failures the Comintern would berate 
the Central Committee, and the Central Committee would in 
turn lash its provincial and district organizations. The facts 
revealed on these occasions pitilessly exposed all the propa
gandist myths. From year to year the leaders had to complain 
that their followers were failing in their duty, were not properly 
carrying out the " Party line." It was never suggested, of 
course, that the " Party line" was itself responsible in no small 
measure for the stubborn unwillingness of the workers to follow 
the Party's lead. The Party pursued the " new revolutionary 
wave " which like a nimble elf constantly eluded it. Plunging 
blindly into scattered and futile demonstrations, planning 
insurrections that never came off, the Communists succeeded 
only in divorcing themselves completely from the class they 
claimed to represent. For evidence of this, one need only 
briefly scan the Party's own Press and its own internal 
documents. 

In February, 1929, a letter from the Comintern cited the 
fact that " in most of the cities, even ·in great working-class 
centres like Wuhan, Tientsin, and Canton, no work has been 
done at all. ... In the big and important enterprises there 
are no nuclei whatever."24 In May an organizational report 
written by the Party leader, Chow En-lai, complained that the 
members of the Party were unable to lead the spontaneous 
strikes of the workers. " Even where our comrades partici
pated," he added, "our influence and slogans bore no fruit. 
. . . Local organizations do not exist . . . in the important 
centres." 25 Unable to win the workers to their programme on 
its own merits, the Communists frequently resorted to compul
sion, ordering strikes at revolver point or else eliminating 
" yellow " union leaders by using " terrorist methods " against 
them. 26 The Party leadership complained, to little avail, 
that such methods were making it even more difficult for the 
organization to establish contact with the workers in the 
factories. Han Yin, an old trade unionist and militant, wrote 
that the Party was contenting itself with building an "empty 
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apparatus" composed of national and provincial trade union 
federations which suffered from the disability of lacking a 
rank and file membership. The " red unions," he wrote, 
" have been organizations entirely outside the masses." 27 

In November, I929, the" empty apparatus" convened what it 
called the " Fifth National Labour Conference " which 
claimed, modestly enough, to represent only 30,000 workers. 28 

Accepting for a moment even jJ!is dubious claim, one might 
ask : what had happened to the 2,97o,ooo other workers 
really represented at the Fourth Labour Conference in Hankow 
only two years before ? 

In the summer of I930 a Communist source claimed for the 
"red" trade union federation a membership of 64,381. The 
totals given for all the principal cities, including Shanghai, 
Wuhan, Hong Kong, Harbin, Tientsin, Amoy, and Wusih, 
added up to exactly 5, 748. The rest were said to be scattered 
through the country-side where no industrial proletariat 
existed.29 A few months later, in February, rg3r, a Party 
leader wrote : "Now there are no real red unions .... They 
have been wiped out. All work has been abandoned." 30 

By the end of I930 the Party was threatened with complete 
collapse and dissolution. Li Li-san was abruptly dethroned 
and was replaced by a group of students who had passed the 
revolutionary years in Moscow and who were headed by Chen 
Shao-yu (Wang Min). The new leaders, imposed upon the 
Party entirely by orders from above, announced their " com
plete and unconditional devotion and loyalty to the general 
line of the Leninist Comintern " and declared that " all 
the severe consequences suffered by the Party derive from the 
fact that Comrade Li Li-san and his adherents ignored the 
instructions of the Executive Committee of the Communist 
lnternational." 31 The new "leaders" set out to correct 
what one Party writer aptly called Li's " over-exaggeration " 
of the Comintern's policies. 32 Under the new dispensation, 
however, the tendency toward complete abandonment of 
work in the principal urban centres continued unchecked. 

I 93 I was the year of the Japanese invasion and of a rising 
strike wave, especially in its closing months. In Party reports 
there was the same refrain : " The struggles were sporadic 
. . . spontaneous, lacking organization and leadership. . . . 
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The great difficulty is that we have no good cadres in the 
factories. . . . Our organization does not understand very 
well what the conditions are in the factories so that we are not 
able to put forward the most pressing demands of the workers. 
We have not succeeded in organizing a single anti-imperialist 
strike." Pleading lack of" complete statistics" on the Party
controlled " red unions," the report gave the following 
membership figures : " Shanghai, 666 ; Amoy, 72 ; Harbin, 
71 ; Tsinan-Tsingtao Railway, 20 ; seamen and longshoremen, 
319; ... Total: 1,148. In Tientsin, Peking, Hankow, 
Hong Kong, Kwangtung (i.e. Canton), etc .... we have no 
organizations." 33 

In March, 1932, six months after the Japanese invasion 
began, the Party leadership accused its followers of" abandon
ing the organization and initiation of strikes, especially in the 
heavy industries. . .. Abandonment of the organization of 
red unions is an unpardonable mistake. . . . As to penetration 
of the yellow unions, this work has not even begun. After the 
Shanghai event (the Japanese invasion of Shanghai, January
February, 1932) the All-China Trade Union Federation, the 
Shanghai Federation and the provincial committee did not 
even try." 34 

Yet speaking of this same period, Wang Min later said: 
" The Party organized big anti-] apanese mass movements in 
practice in the form of strikes, meetings, demonstrations .... " 35 

P. Mif, who had now become the chiefComintern" specialist" 
in Chinese affairs, wrote in mid-1933 of a "mighty upsurge of 
the working-class movement on Kuomintang territory," and 
cited figures alleging that no less than I,IIO,I70 workers had 
participated in strikes during the twelve months of 1932. 36 

This did not prevent him a year later from claiming that 
1,2oo,ooo had .struck during the first six months alone !37 

These figures respectively trebled and sextupled the total of 
30I,r7o strikers given for the sam<! year by the Communist 
Party paper in Shanghai, 38 which in turn was half again as 
high as the findings of more sober surveys. Mif said that a 
third of his total, or 325,000 strikers, were under the direct 
leadership of the Communist Party. On the basis of the 
Party's own figure (which somehow overlooked 8oo,ooo other 
strikers Mif had found somewhere) we are compelled to 
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conclude that the Party not only led every single striker who 
laid down his tools during 1932, but 25,000 more, plucked 
from the pages of a magazine printed in Moscow ! 

Despite the " unconditional devotion " that bound the 
Chinese Communist leaders to their Moscow mentors, there 
was a lamentable lack of co-ordination between the propa
ganda mill in the Kremlin and the editors of the Party's paper 
in Shanghai. Mif boasted, for .example, that in September, 
1932, the Communists organized a textile workers' union 
which enlisted " the overwhelming mass of workers in the 
textile factories of Shanghai." 39 Considering that there were 
I 2o,ooo workers in these plants 40 this meant a rather sudden 
and spectacular surge in the Party's proletarian base. But 
in this, too, unfortunately, Mif had failed to compare notes 
with his Shanghai friends who wrote : " The weak industrial 
basis and the shrinking of the red unions is amazing. Let 
us take the General Textile Union in Shanghai. Early in 
December (r93~) it had a rnemh~rship of nearly I,ooo ("the 
overwhelming majority" ?) . . . . This spring when we in
spected the work the membership had greatly dwindled. 
In August this year (1933) it had dropped from twenty units 
to seven." 41 One more example, involving the 17,445 tobacco 
factory workers in Shanghai :42 Wrote Mif in May : "The 
forces of the revolutionary trade union organization among the 
tobacco workers have also strengthened and become established 
organizationally." 43 Said the Red Flag in October : "The 
General Tobacco Union dropped from more than nine hundred 
( !) to its present intolerable ( !) state ... and even at that 
not all its members can be found." Summing up the work in 
the country as a whole, the same Shanghai report abandoned 
the attempt to give figures, substituting the cabalistic symbol 
" xx " in a context, however, whose sense was unmistakable : 
"Take the three industrial centres of Manchuria-in Harbin 
there were only xx members .... In Mukden there used to 
be xx members but now we do not know. In Dairen the work 
is only at its beginning. In all Manchuria the total was 
only xx. In Wuhan no work has been started up until now. 
In Shanghai this spring there were still xx members. No~ 
there are only xx. There was not only no growth, but there 
was a drop." 44 



FRUITS OF DEFEAT 

At the beginning of 1934 the Central Committee of the 
Young Communist League took note of a " serious pheno
menon " in its ranks : " Our comrades are unaware of 
impendiqg struggles in the factories. . . . As a result of this 
isolation we not only cannot lead the mass struggles but we 
cannot even grasp them by the tail ! " 45 

Six years of " red unions " and " soviet power " proved to 
be six years of impotence. After 1927 the great mass of the 
workers turned their backs on the Communist Party, which 
did not learn how to regain their confidence and reassemble 
their organized ranks. A class laid prostrate by the treachery 
of its own leaders could not answer the empty call for" Soviets" 
which corresponded not to reality but only to the adventurist 
moods in the Party's ranks. The result was that the Party 
never re-established a foothold of any consequence in any of 
the great urban centres. While the workers, heedless of the 
Party's strident radicalism, departed from the political arena, 
peasant revolt, stirred to life during 1925-27, continued 
belatedly to flare. Members of the Communist Party, shot 
with putschist moods on the morrow of the great defeat, found 
it easier in the countryside to awaken echoes to their insur
rectionist .appeals where peasants were taking up arms or 
where mutinous soldiers were breaking from the armies of the 
Kuomintang. While some of the leaders, clinging feebly to their 
proletarian pretensions, resisted the temptation to take the 
path of least resistance, the repeated failures in the cities, 
the heavy blows of the Kuomintang terror, helped complete the. 
Party's shift from city to countryside, from proletariat to 
peasantry. This shift found eloquent expression in the 
transformed composition of the Party itself. 

At the height of the movement in April, 1927, the Communist 
Party had counted 6o,ooo members in its ranks, 58 per cent of 
them industrial workers based in the principal industrial 
cities. Subsequently, despite the shattering series of defeats 
they suffered, during the Autumn Harvest, at Canton, and 
afterwards, the Communists nevertheless claimed thousands 
of new recruits. The Party, they said, numbered roo,ooo in 
1928, 12o,ooo in 1930, and more than 410,000 in 1933. 
Reliable figures on Party membership have never been 
available.. There can be no doubt whatever that the figures 
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given after I927 were all more than grossly exaggerated. 
Yet these exaggerations served only to stress the change that 
had taken place in the Party's class base, for it was officially 
admitted that workers in the Party comprised only I o per 
cent in Ig28, 3 per cent in Ig2g, 46 2·5 per cent in March, 
I930, 47 I·6 per cent in September, 4 8 and virtually zero by 
the end of the year. 49 Actual figures were given less frequently. 
A Comintern letter in February, I92g, said there were 4000 
workers in the whole Party, I300 of them in Shanghai and 
the rest scattered elsewhere. 50 The Kiangsu Committee in 
December, I 929, claimed 6,8oo members in the province, of 
whom only 59 I were listed as industrial workers. 51 In 
September, I930, Chow En-lai told the Third Plenum of the 
Central Committee that the Party numbered I 2o,ooo, among 
them 2,ooo factory workers. If at the end of I933 the complaint 
was again heard that in Shanghai, greatest im.lu::>l1id.l centre of 
the country, the Party had " not one real industrial nucleus," 52 

what value could be attached to the claim made by Wang 
Min in Moscow two months later that the Party numbered 
4Io,6oo, and that 25-30 per cent, or about Ioo,ooo, were 
workers ?53 

Yet even from this figure, one learned much. Wang Min 
reported that of the total only 6o,ooo were in Kuomintang 
China. Six-sevenths of the Party was concentrated in the 
distant hinterland, hundreds of miles from the principal cities 
and arteries of communication. What had happened was 
~lear. When the agrarian revolt had drawn tardily on its 
reserves and marched forward, the Communist Party had 
rushed to march with it, leaving the working class to its own 
devices. The Communist Party re-emerged from the I927 
debacle at the head of an insurgent peasant movement deep 
in the provinces of Central China where it established what 
it called the " Chinese Soviet Republic." 
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CHAPTER XIX 

THE RISE AND FALl. OF "SOVIET CHINA" 

P_artisan warfare has a tradition in China as long almost as 
nistory itself. Tn gr-eat wav_e_s rising ana Tapsin1( tlirough 

twenty centuries peasan-t wars repeatedly convulsed Hi.e co1intry 
and toppled dynasties, only to exhaust themselves while 
economic relationships were restored and renewed in the 
ancient grooves of static Chinese society. In times of upheaval 
peasant armies aroused millions across whole provinces of 
the Empire. In the intervening periods of the rise and decline 
of new ruling houses, partisan bands continued in tens and 
hundreds in a thousand scattered localities to reject the new 
yokes offered for the old. Chinese economy and the society 
erected over it were indeed historically static. Yet Chinese 
history is by no means a placid saga of changelessly unrolling 
centuries. It has been a history filled with violence and 
bloodshed, with recurring revolts against the very self-renewing 
forms of servitude which condemned China to stagnate while 
the Western world grew. 

These were the traditions stirred again to life in South and 
Central China by the revolution of 1925-7· The millions 
who unbent from their toil in a.-new effort to take the land 
for themselves were less than a century removed from those 
who had marched with the Long-Haired Taipings. Yet the 

i'~easa~ts who rose in 1926:_zco_uH fo-r -t~e first time hope to 
succeed where their insurgent forbe_~rs had invariably failed. 
Guf of the sOC!etyciissolving under the'i.mpact of imperialist 
penetration the elements of a new solution had taken form 
and awaited only to be compounded. By themselves the 
peasants, scattered, stratified, and backward, could play no 
independent role. The Chinese bourgeoisie, itself bound to 
the system of exploitation on the Iancr;-coulci not Teaa the 
~truggle to smash it. But the- n(!:W class of urban workers 
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sought in its own interests a fundamental revision of property 
relations at the base of society, and by linking their fortunes 
to those of the workers the peasants could now hope for the 
first time to break through the vicious historical circle to 
which they had for so long been bound. 

It was precisely the failure of the Communist Party to 
solder the links between the oppressed classes of town and 
country and to unite them l)lnder a bold revolutionary 
programme that had opened the path to the bourgeois counter
revolution. When the proletarian movement was checked, the 
agrarian revolt was left headless. It lost thousands of its 
leaders to the terror that scourged the countryside. What 
was more costly still, it lost the leadership of the city workers 
who alone could gi_ve the peasant revolt the coherence and 
economic-political framework within which the peasants could 
regain the land and hold on to it while new productive forms 
were developed with their help. 

As a result, the movement that had for a brief time united 
ten million peasants was beaten down and its best militants 
dispersed. Scattered peasant detachments fled to the hills 
and resumed the role of partisan bands. They joined hands 
with companies and regiments of Kuomintang soldiers who 
had mutinied and taken refuge in the mountains. From the 
towns and cities fleeing the headsmen of Chiang Kai-shek and 
his allies, Communists-some workers, mostly intellectuals
came to the villages and in many places assumed leadership 

' of the peasant-soldier partisan bands. From a fusion of these 
elements there emerged in 1928 " Red Armies " which acknow
ledged the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, 
although in many places the peasant revolt continued to 
flare quite independently of the Party's participation. 

The first and most important of these armies was formed at 
.,[: Cliingkangshan, a mountain on the Hunan~Kiangsi border 

wbere many veterans of the abortive Autumn Harvest uprisings 
of 1921 made their way. Here came the German-educated 
Communist officer, Chu Teh, at the head of less than two 
thousand men, mainly the remnants of the army of Y eh Ting 

I ana: R"o Lung. The "Yeh-Ho army, it willhe recafled~ had 
1 revolted at- Nan-chang in August, 1927, and had marched 

~outh through_~ia~gsi to Kwangtung. r~~~re it_ was smashed 
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in Octo!:Jer in its ~tt_emJ2!__!Q _ _!ak~ Swa_tow. With Chu Teh, 
many of the soldiers went to Hailufeng, the eastern K wangtung 
districts where the peasants had risen in revolt, seized the 
land, and organized themselves into village Soviets. X eh Ting 
went to Canton and after the insurrection disappeared from 

• 

the political scene. Ho Lung set out with a small force and 
re-emerged later at -the head of a partisan army in Hupeh 
province. After Hailufeng ~as reconquered by the Canton 

1
militarists, QJ-m TeE led a handful of men first to the northern 
districts of the province and then into Hunan. He recruited j' ~ 
some peasants along the line of march and arrived in April,;;. 1 

, I 928, at Chingkangshan. 
Here he found peasant detachments from southern Hunan, 

several companies of insurgent soldiers who had come from 
Wuhan and other Yangtze cities, and a peasant force from 
eastern Hunan led by the Communist Mao Tse-tung. In 
Wuhan Mao had served as head of the Peasant Department of 
theKuommtang and there hadcarried out the policy of keeping 
the peasants in check while the counter-revolution advanced 
upon them. When the crash came he had fled to the districts 
of Pingkiang and Liuyang, in eastern Huna_r1. There he led 
the uprisings of th~ Autumn Harvest.:_.W_h~I!___they failed, he 
led what was left of his little band to Chingkangshan. They 
joined there with a local bandit force headed by Yuan and 
Wang. After Chu T_~h'..s..arrival, (lll_ theJorces were me:ged and I r 
took the i-iaine ofF ourth Rec:CArmy, 'Xith_ Chu. aSSQwmirider- i ( • ~ 
in-ch1~T~n_d M~_o ':fse-tung ·as_J?~i!kaLlca.ds:_r. '!'he official 
Party record describes it as an army of I o,ooo men of whom 
~ooo had rifles. I 

This Red force did not spring from any large-scale 
spontaneous peasant movement. On the contrary, it was for 
a long time isolated from the peasantry in the surrounding 
country side. Peasant committees set up by the guerrilla bands 
invariably collapsed and disappeared as soon as the armed 
Red forces passed on. During its months on Chingkangshan 
the army suffered repeated defections and endured dire hard
~hips because of its isolation. Defeats often caused the peasant 
partisans to scatter back to their villages. The Hunanese 
detachments in particular repeatedly drifted away to revisit 
their homes. Only the most dogged perseverance on the part 
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of the leaders and the harsh lash of necessity managed to keep 
the partisan force together, especially when winter set in and 
the strength of surrounding enemies made it impossible to 
forage for supplies. After nea_rly a year of ~~L_guerrilla 
rai~~- S()r~ies, and re_treats in !he~_ vicinity of _Qhingkan~n, 
It was decided' to march southward in search of a better base. 
A smalf force un~_er P~~g Teh-huai_,___a C2._mmunist officE'_"Yho 
had_ marcheCf1ils me~m_Hu~an t<? Ch~ngkangshan in the 
Fall,_ was left behind to stand off approaching provincial 

l\ ffoOps.--In J ~nuary, 1_9~9, Chu Teh and ¥ao _ T_se-tu_11g led 
the way a_o!"n t_h~ moun tam ~sse1'_ at the head- of. a starving, 

1-. [reezing, ill-armed, ~~~ggli~~!umn of a few thousan(:Cmen. 
_ Out in the countryside they were confronted by the apathy 

and even the hostility of the peasants. "'Ihe ma~s~~ cor:npletely 
faileJ to undc:rst:md wh<~_t the Red Army was," said__<! _farty 
report. -"'n rnany-- plac~s-if wai_ ~ven aTfacK:ed, like a, bandit 
gang."2 After nearly meeting disaster in-an unexpected clash 
with Kuomintang provincials near Tayu, the Reds circled 
towards the Kwangtung border. They marched among 
peasants who had been cruelly deceived not once but three 
times by armies that arrived flying revolutionary banners and 
promising them relief from their burdens. " ':[he Red Army 

: had no suppor_t from the masses. Therewere_g~~t cf1fficu1ties 
1

1 iii Iin.~in[ encarn~~ents, carryi~g_Q!!.Jnilitf!rY £p~ra~ions, and 
: securmg m!or.tnahon .... We marche<! acr_~s_s__suow-covered 

anaFy mountains, closely pursued b_y__t_Ee_enemy. We some
times-covereci'_!J:!lie::fy_-11 [ili~r:!Y inJles) in a singJe _Cfay. Qur 
sufferings increased. We were. defe::tte_g in battle four times." 3 

On Chinese New Year's Day in mid-February, 1929, the 
exhausted Red force suddenly came upon a division of Kiangsi 
troops in a valley lying betweenJuichin and Ningtu in southern 
Kiangsi. The Reds attacked with desperate fury. When their 
ammunition gave out, they used their empty rifles, stones, and 
the limbs of trees. The e~~:ft~~ ~[!_~~_that~~ the 

y Chu-Mao force won a- badly needed r..esJ,_In these remote 
-;r mountain districts the): _esta];>lished a new b~s-e; whCre-they 

were jo1neq _-in Ma~ch by !'_eng Teh-11uai.Only- the hardies! 
ilao survived. The whole force totafled 2,8oo men. They 
went to work among the peasants, and when they began 
driving out the landlords and destroying land deeds, their 
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ranks soon swelled. The territory they occupied they called 
the " Central Soviet district." 
- Simultaneously -other . Red pock~t~ were _hei11g similarly 

formed with everi -smaller forces in north-eastern Kiangsi, 
where the Communl"st Fang Chili-min headed a partisan band ; 
in Hupeh near Hung Lake where Ho Lung was already making 
the lightning-like attacks and forced marches that made him 
a legendary figure. On the Honan-Anhwei and Hunan
Kiangsi borders and in other scattered mountain districts, 
small Red forces made their headquarters. These were the 
component parts, widely separated geographically, of what 
became known as " Soviet China." 

It was upon these partisan forces called Red Armies that the 
Communist Party, impregnated with adventurist moods on 
the morrow of the defeat of the revolution, based itself and 
its activity and its belief in the arrival of the" new revolutionary 
wave." The Party leadership glimpsed the danger of the shift 
to the country-side and for a time tried to resist it. " If the 
danger of peasant psychology is not vigorously corrected, the 
revolution will be liquidated entirely and the Party will die," 
prophetically warned a circular of the Central Committee in 
November, 1928. 4 But these warnings grew more and more 
feeble as the Party's base in the cities narrowed and its 
proletarian membership and following dwindled and almost 
entirely disappeared. In October, 1929, the Executive Com
mittee of the Communist International described the peasant 
war as " the peculiarity of the Chinese national crisis and the 
revolutionary wave." It was still, formally, a "side-current," 
but a side-current "along which the powerful high wave of 
the revolutionary movement will grow in the entire country." 5 

Admitting the impotence of the Communist Party in the cities* 
the E.C.C.I. nevertheless proclaimed the arrival of the" initial 
point of the new revolutionary wave " and laid down a 
programme of insurrection for the Chinese Communists to 

* ". . . The ideological and political influence of the Communist Party as 
well as the state of organization of the working class is still backward in comparison 
\vith the growth of mass discontent. . • . The majority of the Red unions are not 
yet mass organizations. . . . The Communist Party has not yet gathered around 
itself the leading revolutionary workers in the factories. Still less has it solved the 
task of capturing the majority of the working class."-" Letter of E.C.C.I. to 
C.C.P., October 26, 1929,'' Red Flag, Shanghai, February 15, 1930. 
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carry out. While in the cities the revolutionary labour move
ment was receding and the influence of the Communist Party 
was being wiped out, the partisan armies in the interior had 
already come to be regarded as the " determining factor " 6 or 
the " driving force " 7 of the " revolutionary upsurge." Before 
long, all reservations were dropped. The " revolutionary 
up-surge " was " manifested not only in the rising (?) labour 

/'._ movement, but e~se'!:.!_ia!:_ly___anrj_J_rJsically in the ~arian move-
\ !!!~nt. The a'grarian_r(':_yoJ1Iti<?n is .!he S2_ur:ce mring of the new 

revolutionary_ wave."8 - --
-v-eT~_~cauecL:B.ed Armies as the_y emgg~c;J.jp_ ISJ28 and 
I 92-gl.n sc~tt~:restmQ.lliJtJ!ii1_di_str.ic_ts of the central provinces 

; were not-even_J?r]rna~nt f<2rces. It was only much 
' later tliatthey were able to rally around them sections of the 
· peasantry in the districts they occupied. They )Vqe composed 
in the main_ of __ di§.P...O__!S~se~ _yeasants~ jo~l~s _ ~gricultural 
labourers, mutinous soldiers, local bandits, all declassed 

? elements, playi11g no direc~ role e':'_en in agricultural production. 
Their activity for-nearly three years consisted exclusively of 
guerrilla fighting and dart-like raids. They were unable to 
establish any fixed base. When in I 930 Chen Tu-hsiu1 the 

i deposed __ and expelled leader -_9f th~ ~(!rty~* publl~hed an 
'\artide9 in which he warned-the Communist Party that the 
revolution could not be advanced by abandoning the workers 

~ --~ ~ 

* After the Conference of August 7, 1927, deposed him from leadership, 
Chen Tu-hsiu withdrew into retirement while the Comintern laid at his door 
exclusive responsibility for the disasters that had befallen the revolution. During 
the period of adventurism that followed, Chen wrote several letters to the Central 
Committee opposing the policy of staging futile and costly uprisings. In August, 
1929, he addressed a letter to the Central Committee expressing his opposition 
to the Party's course and demanding a re-examination of its policies. A few 
months later he and nearly one hundred others were expelled en masse as Opposi
tionists. In February, 1930, the Comintern asked him to come to Moscow. He 
refused, demanding that the issues of the revolution be thrown open instead to 
full discussion within the Party. Subsequently he solidarized himself with the 
Trotskyist Left Opposition that had been formed and was a 'leading figure in 
that organization until his arrest by the Kuomintang in 1932. He was sentenced to 
thirteen years' imprisonment, but was released in the fall of 1937. There appears 
to be some doubt as to his present political views. See : Chen Tu-hsiu, " A 
Letter to the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party on the Questions 
of the Chinese Revolution," August 5, 1929, in The Chinese Revolution and Oppor
tunism, Shanghai, October, 1929; Letter to All the Comrades of the Chinese Communifl 
Party, Shanghai, December 10, 1929; Chen Tu-hsiu and eighty others, Our 
Political Statement, Shanghai, December 15, 1929; "Letter of Chen Tu-hsiu to 
the Communist International," Le Proletaire, Shanghai, July 1, 1930 ; Chen 
Tu-hsiu, Protest to the Kiangsu High Court, February 20, 1933· 
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and engaging in military adventures at the head of an army of 
lumpen-pruletarians, he was viciously denounced as -m-aking 
common cause ·with the counter-revolution. Chen borrowed ·~ 
Engels' definitjQn_ of l'!:!m.E_en:E!"oletari.at. __ " the scum_Q[the J .. 

decaying elem~~t~ QLall cl<1:~~"10 to describe some of the 
elements that dominated many of the partisan forces. Yet 
it is not at all difficult to find in the records of the Communist 

>Party ampl~ cgr~p9rat~on ofChen's_~_a}~s oftheR_ed Armies 
\O!_th_a~~p~riod. T~cii]iiid __ to fight a lpp~-~-.zlg gnly 
partially s_~essf11l ~t-ru_ggle to transform these armies into 
autTient~~ or:g_~~-of..lleasant -revoft-. --- -- - - ---
T~e Sixth Congress ~f!h~_9om~unist Party in !_928 d~plored 

the tendency of the partisans to engage in " ai_II)-]es_s glun_.QJ!ring 
an~ b~~lJiiJ.g '' Jtnd Q~_scribed t.h~_ie activities as " tl!._e_ reft.ec~ion ;. ~ 
of Iumpen-proletarian psychology."11 Another Party report 
spofe of "band1t psychology, degeneration into a bandit 
existence of killing and plundering " and even borrowed 
phrases far stronger than any used by Engels or Chen Tu-hsiu 
to characterize some of the partisans as" Red bandits, burning, 
killing, and robbing."12 A reporter for the Central Committee 
complained early in I 930 that " in many of the partisan bands, 
lumpen-proletarian ideas persist . . . often expressing them
selves in unorganized burning, plundering, and killing."13 

Even publicly in the columns of no less a paper than Pravda, 
Mif wrote of the " very large percentage of . . . lumpen
proletarian elements " in some of the Chinese Red Armies. 14 

-Thequestion, however, did not lie in the precise percentage 
oflumpen-:e!~let9-.rJan elements in the Red Armies then or even 
later. "lllese armies did become the spearhead of a peasant 
revolt over considerable, if scattered, territories. Such armies 
had often been known in Chinese history. The important 
factor was that the Communist Party was tending more and 
more to look upon these armies as the legitimate basis of its 
activity and to rationalize through them its growing isolation 
from the workers in the urban centres. It was the view ofthe 
Trotskyist Opposition that the Party's lip service to " prole
tarian hegemony " over the peasant movement was a fraud 
so long as the Party was itself divorced from the proletariat. 
This hegemony became all the more mythical when the 
putschist policies in the cities, the attempts to force strikes, to 
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convert them artificially into armed political demonstrations, 
were stifling at birth the incipient revival of defensive struggles 
by the workers. 

"Proletarian leadership" of the peasant-partisan movement 
had to be exercised through a living movement and not 
through a fictional slogan paraded through the Party Press. 
It was on this basis that the International Left (Trotskyist) 
Opposition demanded that th~ Communist Party keep its 
roots in the cities and proposed a programme of democratic 
struggle and the slogan of a National Assembly, elected by 
universal suffrage, as a point of departure for making the 
Communist Party the truly authentic spokesman and leader 
of the Chinese· workers. Revival of the labour movement 
under the impetus of a democratic programme, declared the 
Opposition in 1930, could alone provide the peasant revolt 
with the indispensable leadership of the city workers and lay 
the basis for worker-peasant collaboration in the ma1ch 
toward the tl1ird Chinese Revolution.1 5 The Trotskyist Oppo
sition, however, was too weak to make its influence felt. The 
Communist Party, throwing its main efforts and its best forces 
into the villages and replacing its disappearing worker-members 
with peasants, drifted farther and farther away from its 
work in the cities and finally practically abandoned it alto
gether. The militarist rivalries that split the Kuomintang camp 
and the constant economic difficulties which the regime could 
not surmount were regarded as sufficient symptoms of a ripe 
revolutionary crisis, and the Red Armies in fact came to be 
regarded as a sufficient instrument for bringing that crisis to 
a head. 

Having discovered the "initial point of the new revolu
tionary wave" in October, 1929, the Comintern in July, 1930, 
declared that " the new upsurge of the Chinese revolutionary 
movement has become an indisputable fact." Hence : "The 
immediate task of the Chinese Communist Party is to prepare 
and concentrate all forces in the process of struggle to meet 
decisive battles in the nearest future." 

"It is the peculiarity in the new upsurge," the resolutiol} 
went on, " . . . that in the initial stage there is a certain ( !) 
weakness, namely, the fighting masses , cannot at the very 
beginning occupy the industrial centres .... Only in the 
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process of the further development of the revolutionary struggles 
can the peasant war, led by the proletariat, expand to new 
territory. Then the mutual correlation can improve to better 
advantage." To this end attention had to be focussed on 
strengthening the Red Army so that " in the future, according 
to political and military circumstances, one or several political 
or industrial centres can be occupied."16 

While the Comintern, to beoSure, surrounded itselfwith care
fully-worded injunctions about the need, in general, for 
organizing the workers and peasants, it laid the basis for all the 
fatal misconceptions which achieved their most grotesque 
form in the politics of Li Li-san, who had now become leader 
of the Communist Party. 

Dazzled by the Comintern's commission to him to "over
throw the power of the landlord-bourgeois bloc, to establish a 
worker-peasant dictatorship . . . to unfold mass political 
strikes and demonstrations, to expand the partisan warfare 
... and to turn the militarist war into class civil war,"17 

Li Li-san began to perceive on all sides the shadows of coming 
upheavals. When Chiang Kai-shek and a northern coalition 
headed by Feng Yu-hsiang began a long and bitter civil war 
in 1930, Li was certain that the earth was ready to swallow up 
the Kuomintang and all its generals. "Prepare for the establish
ment of the revolutionary power ! " he cried in March.18 

In June his Political Bureau adopted a resolution which saw 
the masses " marching in seven-league boots toward the 
revolutionary high wave " and called for active preparation of 
a country-wide uprising. Taking the Comintern's prattle 
about the " third period " of the final crisis of world capitalism 
quite seriously, Li envisaged the Russian Red Army march
ing in from Mongolia to support the resurgent Chinese 
Revolution.19 

Quite in passing, Li deplored the depression of the labour 
movement, but he was naively confident that the workers were 
only awaiting the Party's call to rise. He was sure that a single 
puncture in the Kuomintang dam would be enough to precipi
tate a revolutionary flood. " When the revolutionary high 
wave arrives," he was later quoted as saying, " go,ooo,ooo 
can be organized in three days. " 20 In the June resolution he 
wrote : " Long ago the masses said : ' When there is an 
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uprising let us know and we shall surely come.' Now is the 
time when the Party must bravely call upon the masses : ' The 
time for insurrection has come ! Organize yourselves ! ' "21 

He created what he called a General Council of Action into 
which he merged the Party, the Young Communist League, 
and the "red" trade unions. In Shanghai he formed a 
" Red Guard " composed of exactly one hundred and seventy
six workers to prepare for the" /6)urth uprising." 22 He plotted 
an insurrection in Nanking with a handful of soldiers. To the 
Red Armies he gave orders to march on the cities. " The aim 
of the local uprisings is to capture local cities. . . . The per
spective must inevitably be to converge with the central cities 
to accomplish the victory of the insurrection in the whole 
country." 23 

In words both the Comintern and Li Li-san recognized that 
the proletariat had to lead the peasantry. Many long and 
even Ploquent passages were devoted in all documents to 
this necessity under the heauh1g " prol~tarian hegemony." 
Unfortunately, the proletariat had yet to re-marshal its own 
ranks and collect its own forces, scattered and crushed by the 
defeat of the revolution and the reign of Kuomintang terror 
that followed it. The Communist Party tried to substitute 
itself for the proletariat as a class. In the process, however, 
it was transformed into a peasant party. Since the revolution 
could not radiate from the cities to the country, it was necessary 
to mobilize the country to close in on the cities. 

It was with this in view that the Fifth Red Army under 
Peng Teh-huai marched westward from Kiangsi and on 
July 28, I ggo, succeeded in occupying Changsha, capital of 
Hunan province. Li Li-san firmly counted on this as the 
signal for a spontaneous country-wide uprising with its centre 
at Wuhan, where he expected to establish the capital of a 
"Central Soviet Government." Unfortunately, the Com
munist Party had at its disposal in Wuhan only 200 Party 
members and 150 "red" trade unionists !24 Contrary 
to Li's expectations, there was no echo anywhere. There 
was no insurrection in the rest of the country. The go,ooo,ooo 
remained passive. American, British, Japanese, and I tali an 
gunboats, having evacuated frightened foreigners, steamed up 
the Siang River and mercilessly bombarded the occupied 
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city.25 The Red Army withdrew. Ho Chien, Governor of 
Hunan, returned with fresh divisions and began a slaughter 
of the helpless city population that did not pause until more 
than five thousand corpses choked open graves and until even 
the Changsha Chamber of Commerce appealed to Nanking 
to make him stop. Reinforced by the Chu-Mao Fourth Army, 
the Reds made another attempt early in September to hammer 
their way back into the city,. but this time they failed and 
retreated once more toward the mountains of southern Kiangsi. 

The Changsha episode bared at a stroke the fatal weakness 
of the whole Red Army course. The partisan forces had no 
connection with the workers in the city. When the Red Army 
marched in and " proclaimed the Soviet power, the power of 
the workers, peasants, and soldiers,"26 the great mass of the 
city's soo,ooo people remained inert, frightened, or just 
curious. The proclamation of " Soviet power " was the 
gift of a conquering army. It was not the product of mass 
action in the city itsel£ " There was insufficient connection 
between the attack of the Red Army and the mass struggles in 
Changsha," it was later admitted.27 The result was a repetition 
on a different plane of the Canton fiasco. "In Changsha there 
was no mass Soviet elected by factories or streets."28 Red flags 
were broken out all over the city and a mass meeting was 
called, but only three thousand people appeared. Another 
effort two days later was only slightly more successful.29 The 
army impregnated with the fundamental strategy of the peasant 
partisan-to strike, seize, destroy, and run-did not regard 
its occupation of Changsha as a permanent thing. " Its 
position was not consolidated. No city power was organized." 30 

Instead it taxed the Chamber of Commerce for $4oo,ooo, which 
was collected from the people by the merchants, and when 
the imperialist bombardment began it resisted briefly and 
withdrew. 

When it left, three thousand workers recruited in the city 
went. with it. In other words, the most advanced ofChangsha's 
workers, the possible nuckns of a revived labour movement, 
~ere withdrawn from their 1. ,_tories and shops and converted 
into partisan-soldiers completely divorced from the town. The 
job of decapitating the Changsha labour movement, begun in 
this way by the Red Army, was completed by Ho Chien's 
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executioners. This was the net result of the Changsha 
adventure. 

Sporadic attempts continued through the summer to 
encircle Wuhan and to take other cities without result. In 
October the Red Army captured Kian, in Kiangsi, but here 
again it confined itself to " recruiting new soldiers " and 
sent off its best forces in an effort to capture Nan chang and 
Kiukiang. " Organization of. the masses was completely 
ignored." 31 Kian had to be evacuated a few weeks later. 

The strategists in Moscow, however, had already begun to 
realize that the Red Armies could not successfully attack the 
large cities. At the Third Plenum of the Central Committee 
in September, Chow En-lai, freshly back from Moscow, 
cautiously counselled retreat. " The Central Committee," 
he said, " has had some mechanical conceptions, thinking that 
the Central (Soviet) Government had to be established in 
Wuhan, or at least in Changsha or Nanchang .... Uf 
course it would be better to get established in the bigger cities 
than in the smaller ones, but this is a secondary question." 
He reminded the Committee that the Comintern had fixed 
as the " primary task" the consolidation of the Red Armies 
and the broadening of the mass base underlying them. " We 
must consolidate the present scattered Soviet districts," he 
reported, " weld them together, strengthen and centralize the 
leadership of the Red Armies, set broader peasant masses in 
motion, and establish a Central Soviet Government to develop 
toward the industrial cities." 

Chow sharply denied that this meant retreat or that there 
was any contradiction between the advice of the Comintern 
and the policies of Li Li-san. For the cities, he repeated, the 
central task was still " to prepare actively for armed uprising." 
Li had merely "over-estimated the tempo," made some 
"isolated tactical mistakes," and had a few " mechanical 
conceptions," but was otherwise in " complete harmony with 
the Comintern." a2 

But Li Li-san's " over-exaggeration " of the Comintern's 
line had practically destroyed the Party and demoraliz~d 
its members. It was no longer possible to preserve in Li Li-san 
the myth of an infallible leadership. Accordingly all the 
heavy artillery was trundled out and turned on the hapless Li. 
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All the hyphenated invective he had employed against his 
predecessors was now applied to him. A letter arriving from 
Moscow on November 16 ordered open warfare against 
him in the Party. Under the personal supervision of Mif, 
Li Li-san was brusquely deposed. What was called the 
Fourth Plenum of the Central Committee met on January 7, 
1931, and Mif's own protege, Chen Shao-yu, was elevated 
into the leadership of th~ Party on a programme of 
" ~nconditional devotion to the line of the Communist 
International." 

The young men so abruptly enthroned as " leaders " of the 
Communist Party had all been students in Moscow during the 
years of the revolution and had won their spurs conducting 
witch-hunts against Trotskyist sympathizers among the 
students at Sun Yat-sen University. To give them control 
Mif shouldered aside the group of old militants who had 
served, not without opposition, 33 under the leadership of 
Li Li-san. A group of these older Party members and trade 
unionists, and some younger men, led by the veteran Ho 
Mung-shung, met at a Shanghai hotel on the night of J anu
ary I 7 to consider the new situation with which they were 
confronted. In circumstances which are still a whispered scandal 
in the Party ranks, that meeting was betrayed to the British 
police of the International Settlement. Ho Mung-shung and 
twenty-four others were arrested, handed over to the Kuomin
tang authorities and executed at Lunghua on February 7· 
Mif's docile young men became the undisputed leaders of the 
Party. 

Other leaders of the Party won the right to remain in its 
ranks only by degrading themselves, by making the self
denying recantations that had already become a fixed feature 
of Stalinist Party methods and which only ten years later 
flowered into the " confessions" of old Bolshevik leaders put 
on trial for their lives in Moscow. Chiu Chiu-pei was com
pelled to denounce his own " cowardly rotten opportunism." 
Chow En-lai flagellated himself. " I call upon the whole 
Party to condemn my mistakes," he cried. 34 Li Li-san had 
already left for Moscow and once arrived there had hastily 
recanted of his sins. Even the hardened cynics in the Comin
tern apparatus were a little shocked by his eager self-repudiation. 

2E ~7 

• 



• 
THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

At a discussion held by the presidium of the Executive 
Committee of the Comintern in December, Manuilskyexpressed 
his astonishment : " If Li Li-san here defended his own ideas 
and disputed with us one article after another," he said, " then 
I would be easier in my mind. But Li-san so quickly abandoned 
his views. This alarms me! " 35 Chiu Chiu-pei, Chow 
En-lai, Han Yin, the trade union leader, and others, were sent 
to obscure posts in Kiangsi. U. Li-san himself disappeared 
from view.* 

The new leadership had the task of retreating from the 
disastrous ultra-adventurism of Li Li-san to a more modest 
adventurist policy that took the Party's real strength more 
soberly into account. There was no intention of making 
a11y mor~ fundamental change. The main features of the 
shift had already been indicaterl by the Comintern in its 
November letter. "The military a~d technical weakness of 
the Red Army must not be forgotten, the poverty of armament 
and ammunition, lack of artillery, etc. Such conditions make 
it impossible to occupy big cities, to attack the modern armies 
of imperialism, and to conquer the main centres. The experi
ence of the occupation of Changsha and the attack on Wuhan 
has already shown that such tasks cannot be carried out by the 
present Red Army." It was necessary now "to concentrate 
the best forces of the Party" to build a" real workers-peasants 
Red Army " and to establish a Central Soviet Government in 
one of the existing Soviet districts as a basis for future expansion. 
" Only those who have nothing in common with Bolshevism 
can interpret this as a line of retreat," the letter said. " It is 
not a retreat but an offensive. The line of insurrection is 
fixed." 36 

But a retreat it was, a retreat from the grandiose dreams of 
Li Li-san. The new Party leadership dropped the slogan of 
" local uprisings " and denounced as " Blanquist " the 
attempt to organize isolated mutinies in the armies of the 

* Chiu was captured in Fukien in 1935 and shot by diri!Ct order of Chiang 
Kai-shek. Han Yin was captured and apparently suffered the same fate. Many 
other leaders were also shot or imprisoned. Deng Cheng-tsah and Lo Teng-hsien, 
leaders of the Hong Kong strike of 1925, were executed at Nanking in 1933, words 
of loyalty to the proletarian cause on their lips to the last. See China Forum, 
Shanghai, November 7, 30, 1933. Li-san re-emerged in 1937 at Yenan, Shensi, 
the new Communist Party centre, where he was introduced to a New Masses 
writer as an" old associate of Dr. Sun Yat-sen."~New Masses, October 12, 1937· 
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Kuomintang. 37 The concentration of the " best forces " of 
the Party fi:>r the " primary task " of strengthening the Red 
Army and creating a central Government also signalized the 
completion of the shift from city to country, from proletariat 
to peasantry. It was now not so much a question of bringing 
the urban labour abreast of the peasant revolt in order to lead 
it. Instead : " Every strike is a rear support fi:>r the Soviet 
districts." 38 Instructions isstied to the Party in June and 
again in September, I 93 I, dealt almost exclusively with the 
problems of the Red Army and the Soviet districts. Where 
they dealt briefly with the urban labour movement, it was to 
urge more intensive work in the cities in order " to create 
powerful support for our worker-peasant Red Army." It 
was the main task in the " non-Soviet " districts " to intensify 
support for the great victories of the Red Armies . . . to 
recruit soldiers for the Red Armies .... " 3 9 

.Shanghai, Wuhan, Tientsin, Canton, and all other centres 
of industrial and proletarian concentration had become, in 
effect, the " rear " of the mountains _of southern Kiangsi. 
fn September, I930, when he was trying to justify his plans 
for capturing Wuhan and making it the " Soviet capital," 
Li Li-san had said : " I thought it would be a joke if we 
established the capital in the mountains." 40 But it was pre
cisely to the mountains that they had to go and stay. Deep in 
the hills of south Kiangsi in the village of J uichin the Red 
Armies established their capital and there, on November 7, 
193 I, they proclaimed the creation of the " Chinese Soviet 
Republic " and set up a Provisional Soviet Government. 

The "Chinese Soviet Republic" consisted in I932-3, the 
years of its maximum development, of six widely separated 
areas scattered along the border regions of the Central China 
provinces. Wang Min (Chen Shao-yu) boasted at the end of 
I 933 that the territory of Soviet China occupied " one-fourth 
of the vast territory of China proper." One-sixth, or one
fifth -both fractions were cited in the same speech-he 
described as " stable " Soviet domain. 41 Around the world 
the Press of the Communist International boasted that the 
flag of the Soviets ruled so,ooo,ooo, 75,ooo,ooo, 8o,ooo,ooo of 
the Chinese people. 42 In a book that had the misfortune to 
hail the dawn of " Soviet China" just as twilight descended 
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upon it, one Comintern writer put the population at 
9o,ooo,ooo. 43 The figures never agreed but were all enormous 
and all enormously exaggerated. The reality was far more 
modest and the men on the spot who had to deal with realities 
and not propagandist myths were more soberly truthful. 

Because the Red Armies and partisan forces were for the 
fmo~t_p_aT-:1:_ tq_u~~_:ifavourite ~Jrlese e!i!ase, "~:flowing 
iwater and moving clouds," .the territory they occupied 
: exp~~~c!- ~!!d con!nt~ted accordin[~ the .. [<~rtunes_o.(_lY.ar. 
:.At v~~1gus times the _Red Arm_IJed by C]lu_Ieh.._undoubtedly 
C_!ossed _Qr _tempor_l:!ri]y_occupied at _least sixtr__o~~nty of 
Kiai?:gsi's ~~ghty::on~ h~iep.~ ( CQlJnties) ; but there is ample 
authority for the statement that the most important and most 
stable Red Army area, the so-called " central Soviet district," 
held more or less permanently from 1930 to the end of 1934, 
comprisetl about seventeen hsien astride the Kiangsi-Fukien 
border, with a total population of ;1,ooo,ooo. This fact was 
frequently cited by Ma~ Tse-tun.& .£_resident o!:..._t~~ " Soviet 
·Republic," an~:IOTh_er_ CQmmunist Party spokesmen_l_aftJj.ough 
it was conveniently ignored by tne Comir11:ern Press abroad. 44 

The other Soviet districts, along the Hupeh-Hunan, Hunan
Kiangsi, north-eastern Kiangsi, Honan-Hupeh-Anhwei, and 
Hupeh-Hunan-Kiangsi borders were all smaller, less stable, 
and more frequently compelled to dissolve under the pressure 
of repeated attacks. 

The Red Armies themselves varied no less in size and 
strength, both in their more or less regular formations and in 
the auxiliary corps of peasant Red Guards who functioned 
with them in the incessant civil war against Chiang Kai-shek's 
Kuomintang forces. In 1932 one quite carefully checked 
estimate based on Communist records put the grand total of 
all armies operating in all districts at 15 r ,ooo, of whom only 
97,500 had rifles. 45 The same creative spirit who from his 
observation post in Moscow saw one-quarter of China under 
Soviet rule also expanded the Red Army to a force of 350,ooo 
at the end of 1933.46 Unfortunately again, a civil war could 
not be fought with soldiers represented only by digits scratched 
on Comintern copy paper. Chu Teh, certainly one of the most 
remarkable military leaders in all history, led a force in 1932 
that numbered no more than 4o,ooo and which, according to 
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the most sober estimates of responsible Communist repre
sentatives in Shanghai, never in its best Kiangsi days exceeded 
7o,ooo. Ho Lung's wraith-like force never exceeded w,ooo. 
The other scattered forces were even smaller. All of them, 
of course, were aided by peasant auxiliaries whose number 
varied greatly from time to time and whose chief uses were in 
scouting and raids for supplies and creating diversions in the 
conduct of guerrilla operatiops. 

That these forces and the territory they permanently occupied 
were in reality so small sharpens into all the bolder relief the 
quality of their achievements. No more 'brilliant pages have 
ever been written in the history of peasant wars than those 
which must record the exploits of the Chinese Red Armies 
engaged in a civil war against enemies five, six, and seven times 
their number and a thousand times their superior in armaments. 
For more than five years, the Red Armies outmana:uvred and 
defeated five successive Kuomintang campaigns against them. 
Because of the incomparable advantage of the support of the 
population, their superior mobility and generalship, their 
knowledge of the terrain, the Reds cut off and defeated division 
after division of Chiang Kai-shek's best troops and armed 
themselves exclusively with the weapons they captured. The 
slogans of land to the peasants and freedom from the rapacity 
of the Kuomintang regime ploughed like tanks through the 
columns of Chiang's hired soldiersY · 

Marvelling at the many-sided aid given the Reds by the 
local peasants, a missionary correspondent of the North China 
Daily News found it " a strange thing that so many people are 
willing to undertake what they know means death." 48 Almost 
everywhere they went the Red Armies expelled landlords, 
destroyed land deeds, debt bonds, and contracts. The peasants 
still suffered from many disabilities, but they understood that 
the Kuomintang campaigns were waged to restore the land
lord his land and his power. All the pompous " rehabilitation " 
plans announced by the Nanking Government with each 
campaign were designed for this purpose only. 49 Resisting 
t~is, the peasants gladly fought and died. This was the heroism, 
the grandeur, too simple, too elemental for the missionary 
mind to grasp. It gave its blessing instead to the slaughter, 
rapine, and wanton destruction with which Chiang Kai-shek 
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scourged the province in his effort to stamp out the peasant 
revolt. 

Ho Ying-chin, Chiang's Minister of War, complained in 
I 93 I that the peasants supported the Reds and made it 
difficult for the invading armies to secure food or transport. 50 

Chiang Kai-shek told a Japanese interviewer in I933 that the 
punitive forces found it" impossible to draw any line between 
a good citizen and a Red partisin" and were assailed by the 
feeling that "the enemy is lurking everywhere." 51 The story 
of the five anti-Red campaigns is a story of angry and frustrated 
complaints by Kuomil}tang generals, of mass desertions by 
companies, and whole regiments, of shrill threats and reproaches 
from the missionaries and the treaty port foreign Press. In 
the end Chiang Kai-shek had to put more than half a million 
men in the field and send aloft a fleet of more than thi·ee 
hundred American, British, anJ Italian bombing planes to 
lay waste whole districts and to exterminate whole sections of 
the insurgent peasantry. 

The remoteness of the Soviet areas, the mountainous terrain, 
the absence of roads or rails, were all of great advantage in 
the military struggle of the Reds against the external enemy. 
These same factors, when raised from the military to the 
political and economic plane, became the source of insuperable 
internal obstacles. " Soviet China" was not only remote 
from the main urban centres and the principal arteries of 
communications which are the life-lines of a rural hinterland, 
but even within its own territory it ruled no cities or sizable 
towns. The chief cities of the province of Kiangsi,-~-Kiukiang, 
Nanchang, and even Kanchow,-deep in the heart of the Red 
area, remained in the hands of the Kuomintang, as did the 
links between them, the Kiukiang-Nanchang railway and the 
Kian River. Kiukiang was never seriously threatened. Nan
chang was approached on several occasions but only for the 
purpose of creating military diversions. Kian, after the brief 
occupation of 1930, was never again conquered. Kanchow 
was repeatedly besieged but never taken. Even the hsien 
towns or county seats constantly changed hands with the 
shifting fortunes of the civil war. It was still theoretically th~ 
aim to capture at least " one or two central or secondary 
cities," 52 but this was never achieved. Except for one sortie 

4I2 

\ 



THE RISE AND FALL OF "SOVIET CHINA" 

into Fukien, resulting in the occupation of Changchow for a 
few days in April, 1932, the Red Armies never again took or 
held any town of consequence. Instead, the increasing pressure 
of the Kuomintang attacks and the gradual tightening of the 
economic blockade held them ever ~or~ ~lQ§..cly _<;o_nfin._~d to 

' their mo:untain_fg~!!_~es along the Kia~~i-~qki~ll border 
\anci along the fr:in~s __ o(Pin~r---c_ep_tr_E.l Chi~ £!:O~_gc~:_The 
" Soviet movemen~ '~r~ai~~d _ ~- ~o~e!ll~I1~ gf the villages 
alone. -

The economic self-sufficiency_ of these villages had long 
since dlsa:epeared. I hey produced OUiy"nce and srilalrgUail t!ties 
of bamboO;__£~.£er, an,d WOOd oil, which they_ had tO exchange 
Wr tliemost elementary necesisities-that had to come from the 
outside, such as salt, cloth, kerosene, farming implements, and 
matches. This trade was conducted by merchants who 
preserved contact with the external market. Within the Red 
areas the merchants were at the same time owners of land, 
lenders of money, and employers of labour. The peasants 
themselves were divided into strata with conflicting economic 
interests. The struggle among them only assumed new forms 
after the largest and most powerful of the landlords had been 
driven out. Still dominant in the villages were the rich peasants, 
who were semi-landlords, employers of agricultural labour, and 
often merchants and money-lenders as well. After them came 
the middle peasants, who owned barely enough land to 
satisfy their meagre needs and only occasionally hired hands 
to work in their fields. Finally there were the poor peasants, 
possessing inadequate land or no land at all and compelled to 
rent small plots or join the ranks of the agricultural labourers 
who possessed nothing but their labour power. The poor 
peasants and agricultural labourers were subjected economi
cally to the rich peasants, while the middle peasants, in various 
gradations, fluctuated between them. 

'!'o these _l)eas~nt classes, with their com...,Elex internaldi:visions 
and con_ftli;js....__j_h~nist Party claimed_~b_<!J_iLbrol!ght 
"proletar~at:tJ~~rship." It based its claims sometimes on 
the purely abstract view that the Communist Party was by 
aefinition the " Party of the proletariat " and that conse
quently its mere presence guaranteed working-class hegemony 
in the peasant revolt. To strengthen this illusion, the Party 
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brought occasional workers in from the cities and gave them 
leading positions in the Red Army and in some of the governing 
committees that were established. The effect of this practice, 
however, was to deprive the workers in the cities of their most 
advanced representatives. If the vigilant terror of the Kuomin
tang did not cut them away from the labour movement, the 
Communist Party did. Once torn from their proletarian 
environment, these workers ceas.ed to be proletarians and fell 
inevitably instead under the overwhelming influence of 
their peasant milieu. Divorced from the productive process, 
they could become neither the leaders of the proletariat 
nor the representatives of its leadership over the insurgent 
peasants. 

Only real nroletarian Jead_erllhip of the ::t_g:ra_rian revolt 
cuulJ ~~ve it fnJm_c!_i~!_ntegration .. <!nd dispersal. It alone could 
knit the poor and middle peasants and rural workers together 
for a commpn _struggle _a.,g_ainst the village_ bourgeoisie. It 
alone could make this struggle effective by undertaking the 
complete reorganization of the national economy. But such 
leadership could be exercised only through the urban labour 
movement as a whole and through the establishment of its 
control over the centres of production and distribution on 
which rural economy so completely depended. In other words, 

;:·the agra!iCl.?_ ~evol!_}J_ad !2 fl!_se ~i_!_h ~roletajian _rev~lut10n 
\to have successful issue. 

-Even under mo-;tfavourable conditions, the general back
wardness of the country meant that great obstacles would be 
encountered in reorganizing rural life and bringing industry 
to the ~irect aid of agriculture in a planned and systematic 
manner. In this the_woi_:~!lg__c!<l$~e~ o_Lthe more advanced 
countries~oulg PAYU.QJ.lla¥ .au.iiDP-Qr.tani _and indispensable 
roTe-:-T-he scope and complexity of this problem was more 
tnan amply demonstrated in Russia where the proletariat 
holds power but where factors of national isolation and 
economic backwardness have placed the most severe difficulties 
in the way of establishing a harmonious balance between urban 
and rural economy. Reduced to the comparatively microscopic 
scale of " Soviet China," scattered insurgent villages ana 
mountain communities in a country still dominated as a whole 
by imperialist and native finance capital, the problem was 
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proportionately more acute and the effort to solve it without • 
a proletarian revolution was utterly hopeless. 

l The Go.mmunist Party had never acc!:pte.d the perspective 
1. bf a proletarian_ .revolution in China. It still insis~ech ::tfter the 
l~xpe.rience of _!92.5-:-b on tp.~~· bourgeois-democrati~ character 
iof the Chinese Revolution." The theory of the "democratic 
dictatorship " which had been so thoroughly tested in Russia 
in 1 9 I 7 and again in China ten years later remained the chief 
weapon in the ideological a~senal of the Chinese Communist 
Party. In 1925-7 it had led them to dependence on the 
bourgeoisie with disastrous results. Now it provided justifica
tion for depending upon a purely peasant movement, for 
relying, as before, on class interests which collided with those 
of the proletariat instead offusing with them. The 1927 defeat 
had physically divorced the Party from the working class. 
The adventurist course after 1927 converted it into a peasant 
party without roots or influence among the workers. It had 
become the Chinese equivalent not of the Russian Bolshevik 
Party but of the Social Revolutionary Party, whose example 
it followed in proposing to carry out an agrarian transformation 
on the basis of bourgeois property relations. Isolated in purely 
rural and economically limited pockets, the Communist Party 
could not even begin to improve the status of the scattered 
semi-proletarians and agricultural workers in the districts under 
Red Army control, no less to base a consistent and workable 
economic policy and political regime upon them. Despite all 
its pious resolutions and exhortations to the contrary, the 
Communists had to lean upon the rich peasants and merchants 
whose contact to the external market was indispensable to the 
maintenance of even a minimum existence for the Soviet 
areas. Despite itself, the Party became the instrument of the 
dominant groupings in the villages. 

The rich peasants came forward as leaders of the peasant 
revolt, bent on annexing some of the landlords' wealth and 
retaining their own. In many places they kept the movement 
limited to non-payment of rent and taxes. When the peasants 
drove beyond this to the division of the land, they acquired 

· the best land for themselves and retained their implements 
and draught animals. The influence of their position in the 
village clans and the superficial conflict between rich peasant 
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• and landlord made it easy for the former to dominate the 
lower strata of the peasant population. So long as the village 
remained subject to the operations of commercial capital and 
the external market, the village bourgeoisie, the rich peasants, 
and the merchants had to remain the dolllinant village classes 
and they took every possible advantage of their strategic 
position. 

The Communists fostered rath;r than resisted this develop
ment. The Sixth Congress of the Party in I 928 adopted a 
conciliatory attitude towards the village bourgeoisie under the 
slogan of " not deliberately forcing the struggle against the 
rich peasants because to do so would be to confuse the funda
mental contradiction between the peasant and landlord 
classes." 53 Accordingly, rich peasant land was to be left 
intact. " Confiscate landlord's land" was to be the principal 
slogan of the agrarian movement. In other words, the 
Communists now assumed the same antagonism between rich 
peasant and landlord a~ they had forrn~rly assumed between 
the national bourgeois and compradore-landlord. They sought 
now to conciliate the rich peasants in the villages just as 
formerly they had tried, with such disastrous results, to adapt 
themselves to the national bourgeoisie in the cities. Even the 
familiar predictions about the " inevitable defection " of the 
rich peasants to the counter-revolution were dusted off and 
brought out, 54 and although in words some kind of limited 
or "secondary " 55 struggle was to be waged against these 
inevitable counter-revolutionists, in practice, as before, practical 
leadership was surrendered to them and their economic 
interests defended. The Party found itself compelled to call 
upon the peasant poor, the rural workers, the artisans, and 
handicraftsmen to sacrifice their own immediate interests in 
order not to alienate the rich peasants and the merchants. 

" Owing to the alliance with the rich peasants," admitted 
the Central Committee in I 929, " the interests of the agricul
tural labourers were sacrificed .... We feared the counter
revolutionary turn of the rich peasants and consequently asked 
the agricultural labourers to lower their demands." 56 In 
western Fukien in 1930 the Communists leading the partisan· 
bands had " to compromise with the merchants in order to 
solve the difficulty of the import and export of supplies. They 
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not only proclaimed protection of the merchants, but exempted 
them from taxation while the peasants still paid a 15 per cent 
land tax. . . . They had no means of curbing the raising of 
prices by the merchants . . . and sometimes they went so far 
as to limit the economic struggles of the shop employees and 
workers." 57 

In May, rggo, a secret "Soviet Delegates' Conference" in 
Shanghai adopted a policy Qf frank conciliation towards the 
rich peasants and merchants. 58 The anti-proletarian conse
quences of this policy were not only pointed out in a brilliant 
analysis by a young Oppositionist, 0 Fang, 59 but were dimly 
realized by some in the Party itself. Chen Shao-yu criticized 
comrades in the Soviet districts who excused their failure to 
organize the agricultural labourers by declaring that " the 
peasants oppose it." 

" Shall we fail to organize the agricultural labourers for 
fear of the rich peasants?" he asked. "Then we are absolutely 
not the party of the proletariat. . . . In many Soviet villages 
rich peasant psychology dominates. Rich peasants occupy no 
small position in the mass organizations and in the Party. 
They are aware of rich peasant interests only. This means 
that we have come to regard rich peasant psychology as the 
basic psychology of the peasant masses .... For the same 
reasons they do not organize shop employees, handicraft, and 
small enterprise workers. In Hupeh-Honan, for example, the 
slogan ' For the interests of the middle and small merchants ' 
was openly proclaimed and as a result not a single demand of 
the shop employees and handicraft workers Jas put forward." 60 

At the end of rggo, the Comintern described the situation in 
the following terms : "The agrarian revolution's most 
important tasks have not been solved. Not only rich peasants 
but even small landlords make their way into the Soviets, into 
the organs of the new power, into the Red Army. The rich 
peasants seek to steal the fruits of the agrarian revolution. 
The rich peasant slogan-to distribute .land according to 
productive implements-has not met with adequate resistance . 

. In some places it was proposed to confiscate only the land of 
landlords holding more than fifty mow. Elsewhere there was 
a slogan for payment of debts to landlord-usurers owning less 
than fifty mow .... Equal division of land is the most 
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important task of the agrarian revolution, but it has been 
carried out in very few places. The organization of the poor 
peasants has not even begun .... Coolies and agricultural 
labourers have not been organized into unions." 61 

After Li Li-san was held duly responsible for this state of 
affairs and Chen Shao-yu put in his place, the situation not 
only failed to improve but grew steadily worse. " Two-thirds 
ofthe Government is in the han~ of the rich peasants," wrote 
a correspondent from one of the Soviet districts in I 93 I. 62 

"Rich peasants are in all the Party posts," wrote another in 
August that same year. 63 In I933, at Juichin, the Soviet 
capital, a leading spokesman wrote : " The land was divided, 
but the landlords and rich peasants also received land and 
better land at that. A number of landlord and rich peasant 
elements still retain their authority and position in the villages . 
. . . Not a few of them are in control of Party and Government 
institutions and use them to carry out their ~wn class interests. 
. . . In many places the land problem seems to be fully solved, 
but upon close scrutiny it appears that even landlords are 
found to have received land and the rich peasants still retain 
their superior land." 64 

Mao Tse-tung, president of the "Soviet Republic," wrote : 
" Many landlords and rich peasants put on a revolutionary 
coloration. They say they are for the revolution and for the 
division of the land. . . . They are very active and rely on 
their historical advantages-' they can speak well and write 
well '-and consequently in the first period they steal the fruits 
of the agrarian revolution. Facts from innumerable places 
prove that they have usurped the provisional power, filtered into 
the armed forces, controlled the revolutionary organizations, 
and divided more and better land than the poor peasants." 
Mao estimated that this was the case in "8o per cent of 
the area of the central district, affecting a population of more 
than 2,ooo,ooo." 65 In his report to the Second " Soviet 
Congress" held atjuichin in January, I934, Mao revealed the 
striking fact that during a land-inspection movement conducted 
in the summer of I933, "in the central Soviet district 6,988 
landlord families and 6,638 rich peasant families owning a· 
huge excess of land were discovered and their land seized and 
money taken from them to the total of $6o6,916." 66 Facts 
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proved harsher and more compelling than Party resolutions. 
Even the attempts made to re-divide the land for the greater 
benefit of the poor peasants had to be abandoned in order 
not to unsettle crop production. At the end of the year a decree 
was announced prohibiting further re-division of the land 
because this practice had become " one of the most serious 
obstacles to an improvement in peasant agriculture." 67 

The demands of the agricultural labourers, artisans, and 
other rural workers were no less of a menace to the feeble and 
limited economic structure in the Soviet districts. In the 
central district this class was estimated to number about two 
hundred thousand. 68 Working singly or in twos or threes, 
scattered on the land, in the villages, or itinerant, these workers 
occupied a subsidiary position in the peasant economy. The 
capitalist cannot exist without the factory ~orker, but the 
peasant can get along without a hired hand. In the sense that 
they were divorced from the means of production and sold 
their labour power for wages, these workers were proletarians. 
The fact that they were scattered and played no independent 
role in production meant, however, that they tended to form 
part of the general petty bourgeois mass of the peasantry. 
They could not, in any case, play an independent political 
role. It was impossible to base any consistent policy upon 
their interests. A proletariat in power will find the means of 
marshalling rural labour and providing them with the economic 
means which will raise their level of existence, but here they 
stood alone, and when they tried to shorten their hours or 
increase their wages, the peasants resisted sharply or simply 
discharged them. Operating on the slimmest of all margins, 
the peasant could not double his workers' wages or the number 
of hands hired without utterly ruining himself. Similarly, in 
the shops and small enterprises, the merchants countered 
employees' demands by the simple threat to suspend activity 
altogether. This meant slow suffocation of trade and the 
merchants knew they held the whip hand. 

Shortly after it was established in November, 1931, the 
. " Provisional Soviet Government" adopted an admirable 
labour law even more sweeping in its provisions than the 
labour legislation of the Kuomintang in its early days. It called 
for a universal eight-hour day for adults, a six-hour day for 

419 

• 



• 
THE TRAGEDY OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 

youths of sixteen to eighteen, and a four-hour day for younger 
workers, for increased wages and generally improved working 
conditions. For propaganda purposes outside the Soviet 
districts and especially abroad, the word was taken for the 
deed. In " Soviet China " itself, however, it was soon realized 
that a law " passed for big cities and large-scale production 
cannot be completely and mechanically applied in the 
economically backward Soviet- districts." 69 Attempts to 
enforce it had early been abandoned in the face of merchant
peasant opposition. " The comrades consider the labour law 
impracticable or else purely for propaganda purposes," 
reported the Hunan-Kiangsi Party committee. "The Pro
vincial Committee has combatted this tendency, but without 
much effect." 70 Many excuses were devised for the failure to 
apply the law. One of the most frequent was the plea that 
the new working hours could not be put into effect "because 
the1 c are no clocks to reckon time by ! " 71 After berating the 
functionaries of the !ower rank for their stubborn " disregard " 
of the law, the leaders of the t0p were finally compelled to 
admit also that it was "impractical." 

Lo Fu, a leading spokesman, described the unhappy result 
of attempts made to double the wages (from eight to sixteen 
dollars annually !) and cut the hours of farm-hands. The 
workers were simply discharged. " The result was that the 
peasants were dissatisfied and the labourers were sceptical 
about our leadership." It was necessaary, of course, to improve 
working conditions for the farm-hands, " but such improve
ments must also be regarded by the peasants as necessary and 
practicable." The same applied to the apprentices in the 
shops and the boatmen engaged in the river trade. " I have 
here the petitions of many merchants and employers from 
which we can see that the mechanical application of the 
labour law will inevitably be the decline of industry and 
commerce." It was necessary, of course, to improve the 
living standards and working conditions of the apprentices, 
" but we must make the employment of apprentices profitable, 
not unprofitable, for the master." 72 The workers were asked 
to understand that while they were the " masters of the State " 
they had to consent to remain the " exploited class" at the 
same time and refrain from making " excessive demands " 
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or conducting strikes whose only effect was " to wreck the 
worker-peasant alliance." 73 This was the real essence of the 
" democratic dictatorship " in " Soviet China." 

The attempt to organize the rural workers into unions 
produced in these circumstances either no organizations at all 
or alleged trade unions which functioned in reality against the 
interests of the workers. Figures on the " trade unions " in 
the Soviet districts varied widdy. Within the space of a single 
year different published versions ranged from 14,000 to so,ooo, 
to 15o,ooo, to 22g,ooo, and even to 2,2oo,ooo !74 But the 
character of these unions, whatever their number, was so 
dubious that even the trade union centre of the Party at 
Shanghai had to complain. In its report for 1931 it spoke of 
the presence of " shopkeepers and rich peasants " in the 
unions. 75 The next year it addressed a scorching letter to the 
trade union officials in Kiangsi in which it accused them of 
admitting "peasants, priests, shop~owners, foremen, rich 
peasants, and landlords," while " on the other hand consider
able sections of the agricultural labourers, coolies, employees, 
and artisans are on various pretexts barred from membership." 
The Party comrades engaged in this work were accused of 
being " contemptuous of the workers and insolent toward 
them." The letter described the unions as " anti-proletarian 
in character, representing more the interests of the landlords, 
rich peasants, and employers." 76 

" The Party in the Soviet districts, generally speaking, 
ignores proletarian hegemony," wrote one Party leader in 
Juichin. " ... Everywhere we see the serious phenomenon 
of the continual ignoring of the trade union movement. . . . 
The Committees never even discuss it .... Proletarian 
leadership exists still for the most part in words in Party 
documents."77 

This was the hard fact on which the Soviet experiment in 
Kiangsi broke its back. By driving out the landlords and 
sponsoring the division of the land, the Red Armies had 
aroused the enthusiasm of considerable masses of the peasantry. 
ln the absence of effective economic control, however, and in 
the absence of an effective proletarian mass movement, not 
only in the great cities, but in the towns nearest the Soviet 
districts, 7 8 the rich peasants re-emerged as landlords and the 
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merchants re-emerged as the dominant class. The poor 
peasants and rural workers could win and hold not even the 
smallest material gains. Prices of the simplest necessities rose to 
unreachable levels. Unemployment became widespread. 
Peasants and rural workers alike began to wonder why they 
were fighting and to wish for any kind of peace so long as 
there was peace. Mass enthusiasm lapsed. Desertions from the 
Red Army grew in number. 79 A creeping paralysis bega~ at 
the fringes of the Soviet districts and soon spread toward the 
centre. Passivity corroded mass initiative. Pessimism gripped 
the leaders. This became known in Party parlance as the 
"Lo Min line" because Lo Min, Fukien Party leader, was 
one of the first to capitulate to these moods. " Even if our best 
leaders were to come, or to bring Stalin himself, or even 
resurrect Lenin from his tomb, and were to speak all together 
to the m:1sses for three days ;;mrl three nights, I do not think 
it would help change the moods ofthe masses," said Lo Min. 80 

Through I 933, the " Lo Min line " spread like a virus 
through the veins ·t.Jf" Soviet China." From Fukien it com
municated itself to the Hwei-Hsen-An districts of south 
Kiangsi where Party functionaries, led by Teng Shao-pin, 
simply fled from their posts. 81 A Red Army enlistment 
campaign failed dismally and there was talk of conscription. 
Whole detachments of the Youth Guard auxiliaries deserted 
and actually clashed with pursuing detachments of the Red 
Army. 82 Peasants often fled to the mountains to avoid transport 
work for the embattled army. 83 

"The partisan bands not only rarely grow but are shrinking 
daily, as in Hwei-Hsen-An in the past and 1-Chung and 
Nanfeng now. Desertions with rifles and betrayals are con
stantly occurring. . . . Corruption and degeneration constantly 
appear. Some partisan bands showed tendencies to banditry . 
. . . These are the conditions not only in the partisan bands 
but in the independent battalions, as in refusal to take orders, 
raids for money, etc .... The phenomenon of' soaking the 
tuhao' (raiding the hoards of the richer peasants) is very 
widespread. . . . Party workers going into the districts with 
small-size baggage soon increase it to large-size baggage. If 
they go with large-size baggage it soon grows into two loads 
for a carrying pole." 84 
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New Lo Mins cropped up everywhere, even in the Red 
Army command, and finally in departments of the Central 
Government at J uichin. Ho So-hen of the workers-peasants 
inspection bureau was ejected for declaring that of the 
3,ooo,ooo people in the Central Soviet district, 2,ooo,ooo 
were oppressed by rich peasants and landlords and that " the 
Soviet governments of various grades have become instruments 
of the landlords and rich peas;mts for oppressing the masses." 85 

Chow En-lai appealed for " struggle against all kinds of 
wavering, pessimism, passivity, despair, weariness, and capitu
lation before difficulties." 86 Other leaders complained that 
the high turnover in Party officials and the frequent changes in 
the districts were destroying mass enthusiasm, that the approach 
of any forces sent the peasants fleeing to the mountains. " They 
do not care if they are Red or White." 87 

The truly heroic effort made by the Red Army in the face 
of these moods defeated Chiang Kai-shek's drives in the summer 
of 1933, but the" victories" of those months were the beginning 
of the end. It was only a question of time before the superior 
strength of the Kuomintang, unassailed in the centres of its 
power, prevailed. It was only a question of time before the 
might of the Kuomintang military machine on land and in the 
air and the rigid tightening of the economic blockade produced 
their inevitable results. Chiang's bombers devastated whole . 
districts and his troops inched down the province building 
fortifications as they advanced. Chiang abandoned the old 
strategy of sending long columns deep into Red territory, 
where they were cut off and annihilated. His army of more 
than 50o,ooo men, schooled by the German General von Seeckt 
and armed with weapons of the latest design from the munitions 
factories of Europe and the United States, closed in on the tiny 
Soviet districts like a fine-meshed steel net. There were 
ghastly massacres, violent and swift, by bomb, gun, and torch, 
slow and agonising by calculated starvation. 88 

In August, 1934, one Red force of about 1o,ooo men, led by 
Hsiao Keh, broke through the cordon and escaped westward. 
They were followed in November by the main force under 
'Chu Teh and Mao Tse-tung. On November 10, 1934, almost 
exactly three years after the proclamation of the Chinese 
" Soviet Repu"9lic," Chiang Kai-shek's troops triumphantly 
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• entered. Juichin, the Soviet capital. Chiang had failed to 
exterminate all the Reds as he had promised, but he had 
succeeded in winning Kiangsi back for the landlords. 

,-:< ' The Red f<:_>;ces Il!a!'chyd and,co.wUer-marched_~t;:,rQJS f!_ugan, 
~weiC11oW, Yunnan, and Szechwan into Shensi2 suffering 

incredib1e hardships, p~rf<?r~in_i more incredible Jeats _ qf 
valour and cunning. That " long_ trek " ~ill )2e __ r~~ord_ed as 
one oftne most remarkable milit~ry exploits of all time, but it 
carried the Red Army still farther from the political and 
economic centres of the country. The defeat in !{iangsi could 
not terminate the peasant war.l but'it-di<:l deal a stun!J-i!lgblow 
to the organized insurgent peasant movement and conse
quently to the labour movement in the cities, then at its lowest 
ebb. New waves of terror, of capitulation and betrayals 
destroyed most of what remained of the Communist Party 
apparatus in the principal cities. Events had laid the ghosts 
of a thousand propagandist myths. Into the sparse desert land 
of the Chinese north-west the Communist8 IIIarched toward a 

-,'. ~_e:v_ i!llpasse. 
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CHAPTER XX 

THE NEW "NATIONAL UNITED FRONT" 

. The Kuomintang regime came !o _pQwer in I£1.21 with a 
"- ·mandate from the impeiiafist powers to crush the mass 

movement of the worKers ·ana p~~a:fltS~ In the -massacres of 
tnat year and in the civil war and terror waged with such 
ferocity in the ensuing decade against the workers, peasants, 
and radical intellectuals, the Kuomintang performed its 
essential function as a buffer between the imperialists and the 
people. 

The foreign interests which so completely dominated the 
political and economic life of the Chinese bourgeosie partici
pated directly and indirectly in the incessant war against the 
Chinese masses. Armies sent to crush the insurgent peasants 

'in Central China were armed from all the arsenals of Europe, 
Japan, and the United States. German Fascist instructors 
trained the troops used against the people. American and 
Italian officers taught Kuomintang fliers how to bomb the 
civilian population. American, British, Italian, and German 
planes made Chinese skies horrible for the defenceless peasants 
of the Yangtze provinces. American, British, French, Italian, 
and Japanese gunboats opened fire repeatedly on "bandits" 
-the official designation for the peasant insurgents-along the 
banks of Chinese rivers. The $5o,ooo,ooo cotton and wheat 
loan made to the Nanking Government by the United States 
in 1933 provided the final resources needed to consummate 
the Kiangsi campaigns. In the great urban centres, troops 
and marines of the United States, Britain, France, Japan, and 
Italy stood direct guard over foreign interests. British, French, 
and Japanese police in the foreign areas tirelessly hunted down 
radical students, strike leaders, and Communists, and handed 
them over in hundreds to be tortured and executed by the 
Kuomintang ci(II or military authorities. The direct attacks 
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of Japanese imperialism which were resumed in 1931 have 
been accompanied by all the frightfulness of modern predatory 
warfare, but in this Japan has only continued in its own special 
interest the no less ghastly war waged jointly by the Kuomin
tang and all the Powers in their common interest against the 
exploited and terrorized people. The Japanese invasion, 
continuing through successive stages into the major war 01 

1937-8, signified primarily that the leanest and hungriest 
of the wolves had broken from the pack in a new effort to 
secure a larger portion of the prey for itself. 

Japanese capitalism rests on a light imj.ustrial foundatiOJ:L<!nd 
a feudaiTy backward_agr~rian system~ and has a compar~tively 
weak although highly concentrated financial superstr11cture. 
A late-comer into the family of imperialist nations, Japan 
has sought for forty years to master China in order to create 
an unimpedeJ chu.nnel for the outward flow of its own products 
and to secure basic raw materials, mainly coal, irou, and cotton, 
that it so lamentably lacks. Because of its economic weakness, 
Japan was less able than its great rivals, Britain and the 
United States, to withstand the pressure of the world depression 
that began in I 929. The closing of world markets to Japanese 
goods led directly to the invasion of Manchuria in 1931. 
Conquest brought no surcease, but bred only new adventures. 
The heavy cost of military operations on the mainland and the 
acute intensification of the crisis increased the strain on 
Japanese economy. In 1937 Japan resorted again to arms to 
bring more of China within its orbit and to subject all of 
Chinese economy to its needs by systematically driving out its 
imperialist rivals, Great Britain and the United States. 

Unlike the Japanese, the British and American imperialist 
structures are rooted in highly developed heavy industries 
woven into vast units by a powerful financial mesh. They 
are capable of ultimately dominating Chinese economy by 
providing it with capital goods and draining off the necessary 
super-profits by retaining both direct and indirect financial 
control. Their mutual rivalries have until now blocked this 
course, but it is this perspective that makes China the gre~t 
potential reservoir for capital investment over which the great 
powers will and must eventually come into conflict. 

Becau$e it seeks in China to bolster its o~ frail economic 
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structure through direct and undivided exploitation of the 
Chinese market, Chinese labour, and Chinese resources, 
Japanese imperialism not only collides with its great rivals, 
but cannot tolerate even a relative growth of competing native 
Chinese industry. It can leave no margin for the development 
of a semi-independent native exploiting class.* The further 
exploitation of China by British or American finance capital 
would not only permit bu~ would absolutely require the 
services of the Chinese bourgeoisie as agent. For this reason 
the Chinese bourgeoisie, incapable of developing independently, 
has naturally preferred to be vassal to New York or London 
rather than to Tokyo. 

When Japan attacked in I .93 I 1 th~ Kl1Qillintan,g, looked help-
lessly for aid from Britain and the Unit~d States. Japan, 
Iiowever, had cannily chosen its moment. The invasion of 
Manchuria occurred at a time when the general preoccupation 
with the economic crisis and the consequent sharpening_()f_all 
iiiter-imperialist rivalries had created a strategic vacu~m in 
wnicnJapan c-oul<I proceecf witn littTe or no fear of immediate 
interference. Neither of its rivals was prepared or willing to 
begin an armed struggle for supremacy in Asia. Nor were 

• 

they entirely unwilling to foster Japan's plan for an eventual 
attack on the Soviet Union. G .,_ 
~ Mor~ _[~arfu_l 9f_th~ m_~sse.L.tJ-!~n- it ~a~_ Qf th~ j_gyftder~_Qle -~~ ) 
Kuoinintang regime did not dare mobili_z_e the .r>_eo_J?_le for _ '--f 
hat!~nai !evoll1~i6§~ ~~r. _ ~t !9o~ inst~<J.d th~ alternative -
course of <~ non-res1stance1." con~~_d}n2; _::~._s. JlJJ-tch ,grp_qn_d a~ it 
nad- to; in the hope that Japan would content itself with 
Manchuria, or, at most, with Manchuria and North China. 
At first it tried to use the boycott weapon, but under the 
pressure of Japan's attack on Shanghai in I932 it abandoned 
and actively suppressed the boycott campaign. It thereafter 

* " The incalculably vast damage done to Shanghai's industries by the war 
is being systematically increased every day. Responsible Japanese officials admit 
that in Nantao, Pootung, and in other districts still closed to foreigners, Japanese 
soldiers continue to destroy or take away. all machinery found in Chinese-owned 
factories. In Hongkew and in Yangtzepoo this campaign of destruction has already 
been completed. And Chapei was just a mass of ruins when the Chinese retreated. 
'fhe avowed purpose of this industrial wreckage is to put an end to China's indus
trial development, which was beginning to threaten Japanese domination of 
Chinese markets. Some Japanese already claim that they have destroyed and 
wiped out all the in1ustrial progress China had made during the last decade."
Special Corrcspondflce to the New York Times, January go, 1938. 
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tried to prove its usefulness to the Japanese by intensifying its 
drive against the peasants in Central China and by crushing 
every manifestation of an independent anti-Japanese move
ment. 

It followed almost automatically that as every layer of the 
population stirred, to one degree or another, under the Japanese 
lash, those who sought to resist Japanese imperialism found 
themselves engaged in struggle against the Kuomintang regime. 
Students, who reacted first and most sharply to the Kuomin
tang's failure to defend the country's territory, demonstratively 
trampled on Kuomintang banners. They raided and smashed 
Kuomintang headquarters. They commandeered trains and 
streamed to Nanking in thousands to storm the citadels of the 
Government itself. As in I9I9, they fought their way into the 
presence of traitorous ministers. They broke into the Foreign 
Office, thrashed Foreign Minister C. T. Wang (now Ambas
sador to Washington), and forced him to resign. His successor, 
V. K. Wellington Koo (now Ambassador to Paris), they 
prevented from taking office. From Chiang Kai-shek they 
extracted one of his already frequent promises to sacrifice his 
life on northern battlefields. But a few days later, on December 
I 5, I 93 I, Chiang engineered one of his strategic resignations. 
He watched from the sidelines while Sun Fo and Eugene Chen, 
holding the stage for their sorry moment, took the responsibility 
for shooting and bayoneting the student demonstrators, who 
were finally herded from Nanking like cattle. Everywhere 
with the same reckless heroism the students staged spectacular 
demonstrations. In Shanghai they held the mayor prisoner 
and forced him too to resign. 

The student movement.s.oon_subsid_ed. In 1919 the students 

1 
had ignited the Nationalist movement that swept _w.Q:rkers, 

~peasants, and bourgeois Nationalists into the struggle"s_o( the 
~ second Chinese Revolution. ln r_gsr the student spark flickered 

and went out beca,gse the students remained u_tterly ~solated. 
"In I9I9 the bourgeoisie, spurred by their gains in the war, 
encouraged the student rising and stepped forward to lead 
the broad Nationalist movement that arose. In 1931 the. 
bourgeoisie was fighting the anti-imperialist movement with 
all its strength. In I919 the workers, freshly marshalled in the 
factories, rose swiftly to the struggle, and throu~ them millions 
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of peasants were roused. In I 93 I the masses, still passive as a 
result of the profound defeats of I927, remained inert. 1 

Nevertheless the boycott momentarily made wheels turn 
faster in Chinese factories. There was an infant boom which 
began to stimulate moods of self-confidence among the workers. 
Strikes began to occur, but everywhere strikers were clubbed 
and shot and beaten down. The organizations were controlled 
by agents and gangsters of•the Kuomintang. Most of them 
had no organizations at all. There was no political party with 
a banner and a programme they could recognize as their own. 

The same events that so completely exposed the craven role 
of the Kuomintang no less pitilessly bared the impotence and 
isolation of the Communist Party. It was utterly unable to 
rally the forces that the Kuomintang scattered and suppressed. 
It could not translate into the substance of organized strength 
the profound hostility that pervaded whole layers of the 
population, especially those most directly exposed to Japan's 
imperialist attacks. In Manchuria scores of thousands of 
soldiers and peasants banded together into Volunteer armies, 
the hunghudtze or " bandits," who to this day continue to 
shake the uneasy throne of Henry Pu Yi. Among them the 
Communist Party exerted little or no influence. 2 Among the 
workers in Manchurian cities, the Party had no foothold at 
all. 3 In Shanghai and the other urban centres of China 
proper, the Party was already entirely divorced from the 
working class and was unable to exploit the opportunity the 
invasion offered to regain the positions it had lost. Communist 
intellectuals played some role in the student movement, but 
lacking contact with the workers, they could not prevent that 
movement from falling prey to the manceuvres of Kuomintang 
politicians and disintegrating under the ruthless blows of 
Kuomintang terror. 

From the workers the abstract anti-Japanese slogans issued 
by the Party elicited no response. Mere patriotic appeals 
could not at a single stroke efface the long series of fatal 
blunders that had emasculated the Party and destroyed its 

. authority and prestige among the workers. As usual the 
propaganda machinery of the Comintern abroad published 
glowing reports of Communist successes in the anti-Japanese 
movement, 4'ile on the scene itself the Party's own Press 
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more accurately reflected the Party's real weakness. " Since 
September r8, the Party and the red unions have had absolutely 
no leadership in the workers' movement," said the Red Flag in 
December, 1931. The trade union committee had "failed to 
establish a single workers' paper" subsequent to the Japanese 
invasion. 5 Meagre efforts made to set up workers' anti
Japanese associations were no more successful. 

" The working masses have not yet broadly and actively 
participated in the struggle," said another Communist organ 
two months after the invasion began. "This is due ... in 
part to the fact that the red unions and their vanguard, the 
Communist Party, were unable to rally the masses around 
them. In the practical struggle we did not link the anti
Japanese wave to a bold thrust of the class struggle. Therefore 
the Chinese working class, especially in Shanghai, although 
consumed with anti-Japanese sentiment, could not immediately 
react to such slogans as 'Down with the Japanese robbers ! ' 
'Agalu~t the occupation of ~"1anchuria ! ' ... etc., because 
these slogans have not yet been linked to the urgent demands 
of the working masses in the localities, such as wage increases, 
house and rice allowances .... It is clear that purely anti
Japanese slogans cannot give strikers wage increases and 
improvements in living conditions." 6 It was also of this period 
that the labour department of the Central Committee wrote : 
"We have not succeeded in organizing a single anti-imperialist 
strike. " 7 

Quite independently of the Party and despite the savage 
repressions a strike movement began to gather momentum at 
Shanghai. Workers at the Chinese Wing On Cotton Mills, 
which had profited heavily from the boycott of Japanese goods, 
struck for wage increases in December. Several workers were 
killed in clashes with Kuomintang police before the strike was 
smashed. On January 7 a general walk-out occurred of the 
6o,ooo workers in Shanghai's thirty-four Japanese-owned 
cotton mills. The strike was called on purely economic grounds 
against wage cuts and lay-offs. 8 By the end of two weeks all 
but 7 ,ooo had been forced back to work or to seek jobs elsewhere .. 

Seven days later, on January 28, the Japanese Navy struck at 
Shanghai. Unexpectedly and in defiance of direct orders from 
Chiang Kai-shek, the nineteenth Route Army ftt up stubborn 
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resistance. Five weeks of hostilities followed. Seven years 
earlier the shooting of only thirteen students by British police 
had precipitated a paralysing general strike. Now the Japanese 
attackers freely used the theoretically neutral territory of the 
International Settlement as a base for the murderous air-raids 
and artillery bombardments which shattered working-class 
Chapei and brought death to thousands of civilians. Yet the 
great mass of workers, most of whom were thrown out of 
employment by the hostilities, looked on passively. Wheels 
turned in the Settlement and the French Concession much as 
before. A small band of workers fought side by side with the 
soldiers at Woosung, and others, kept carefully segregated from 
the soldiers, were employed behind the lines. The great mass of 
the Shanghai working class did not intervene. 9 Despite its subse
quent claims to a share in the nineteenth Route Army's glory, 
the Communist Party played practically no role in the struggle.* 

In I933 the Communist leadership was still deploring " the 
lack of normal persistance of work " in the cities. It held its 
local committees responsible for the failure to organize a 
single anti-Japanese workers' organization in Tientsin or 
Shanghai.10 

• 

., The _communist P~rty~as l!na£Jt to _r:ill_Iy_~4~ m9-~se~ ~g_~inst '" 
J ~ne~eimper!aJG_m becal!-se i!_ 9-~d 12-~i_ther the forces nor~) 
ti-le prog,~amme capable of or_g,ani?Jn_g__!~W for strligg_Ie, ~~inst~'8_;, 
t~e Ql)ines(': bourge<_:!_isie. It w':s_ the triumph _9f !?o~eois 
Kuomintang reaction in rg.:..z_ thatlla(IJ~yeci__th~~-<LY for 
.fapal11 s _imperiagsfj_z.g,r~S'Sion,_._ ~~the <k(~_0_j__of~he revo
luti<=!_n_a_nd the Kuo~i~~~g____!_~ressions _g~ t~~- ~ing 
naif-decade that disarmed the masses, psychologically and 
politically, in the face of the imperialist offensive. The 
?~~~~11~st Party now had t~ :e_ay _th~_price of impo~_nce 

* To prove that the 19th Route Army's re;istance at Shanghai was" due in 
no small measure to the work of the Communists," the central organ of the 
Comintern went so far as to state that the strike in the Japanese mills had been 
"organized at the beginning of February, 1932 ... under the leadership of the 
Communist Party" (Communist International, December, 1932). That this was a 
palpable falsehood could be proved by reference not only to the files of the China 
Forum, but of other Shanghai papers, for .January. The author personally covered 
'that strike and met members of the strike committee several times. The strike 
had already been broken when hostilities began. During the fighting, the workers 
were simply locked out. It is true, however, that Communists played some part 
in the refusal of the rkers to go back to the Japanese mills until April, more than 
a month after host' ties ended. 
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for its role and its responsibility in this accumulation of 
disasters. 
~~~bo~urgeois reaction and its_ military gi_c~at.or~hip yvas so 

completely dominant in this entire period that no other party 
\vas aore toe-merge to offer any kind of effective opposition 
to the Kuomintang. Rival militarists here and there challenged 
Chiang Kai-shek's rule. They hypocritically wrapped them
selves in the banners of anti-J apa11ism in the hope of exploiting 
Chiang's patent treachery. But one after another h~ bought 
them off or beat them down. Feng Yu-hsiang raised an 
independent banner in Chahar in August, 1933, but made his 
peace with Chiang rather than face the necessity for carrying 
out his frequent threats to wage war on the invaders. In 
November the same year a group of dissident Kuomintang 
politicians and the commanders of the 19th Routt> Army 
joined in a revolt against Chiang tl1at centred for a few weeks 
in the province of Fukien. They went so far as to flirt tenta
tively with the Communists, to proclaim the abolition of the 
Kuomintang and the formation of a new "People's Produc
tionist Party" to take its place. But they, too, were quickly 
overcome by a single volley of Chiang's silver bullets. The 
19th Route Army was dispersed. 

Petty-bourgeois radical groupings which tried to take a 
stand of principled opposition to the Chiang Kai-shek dictator
ship were short-lived. Wang Ching-wei's feeble resistance to 
the dictatorship dissolved completely when Wang passed over 
to Chiang's camp in January, 1932. Teng Yen-ta's Third 
Party lived only a fitful existence after Teng was executed by 
Chiang in 1931. The petty-bourgeois opposition was composed 
of small sects of intellectuals gathered around dissident politi
cians and ambitious generals in transient conspiracies that 
never went beyond a scramble for place and pelf. The 
Kuomintang-military dictatorship of Chiang Kai-shek was a 
costly and inadequate political instrument, but it was the best 
the bourgeoisie could devise to serve its interests. 

In the Communist movement the only consistent challenge 
to the Communist Party came from the Trotskyist Opposition: 
Its nucleus was a group of students who came back from 
Russia after 1927. While at Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow 
many of them had found in the documents of e Russian Left 
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Opposition the only coherent explanation of the disaster that 
had overtaken the revolution. Rapidly expelled from the 
Communist Party as they began to voice their criticism, they 
formed small independent organizations which began to issue 
underground publications. In I929 Chen Tu·hsiu and a con· 
siderable group of his followers were expelled and they too 
led a separate existence until I 93 I, when all the oppositional 
groups merged under the bemner of the International Com
munist League. The Chinese Trotskyist group, like its counter
parts in other countries, continued to regard itself as a fraction 
of the Communist Party. It sought to exert sufficient influence 
to bring about changes in Party policy which would permit its 
reintegration into the ranks. The Opposition, therefore, 
remained a tiny propaganda organization, publishing its own 
periodicals, but was unable to play any role in the class 
struggle. 

The Trotskyists also suffered from the ideological confusion 
that came as an inevitable aftermath of the great defeats and 
the recession of the masses from the political arena. The 
process of political reorientation was a slow and painful one, 
and because of the conditions of isolation and terror, their 
discussion went on largely untested in action. After I933, when 
the Trotskyists abandoned the attempt to "reform" the 
Comintern and launched the movement for creation of a Fourth 
International, the Shanghai group reorganized itself into the 
Communist League of China, and in I934 began to win small 
footholds in some Shanghai factories. 

Few in number as they were, the Trotskyists did not escape 
the heavy blows of the Kuomintang terror. Assailed by their 
Stalinist foes as " counter·revolutionists " and " agents of 
Chiang Kai-shek," the Trotskyists nevertheless lost some of 
their best comrades to Chiang Kai-shek's terror. Two entire 
Central Committees were wiped out by arrests. Not a few 
died of torture and starvation in prison. In 1932 Chen Tu-hsiu 
and eleven others were arrested and sentenced to long terms. 
In I934 the reconstituted Central Committee was again slashed 
to pieces by the arrests of five of its leading members. The 
Kuomintang proceeded against its " agents " with the same 
relentkss ferocity it displayed toward all it recognized as 
revolutionary ponents of its rule. 
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Although the Trotskyists never gathered enough strength to 
exert any direct influence on events, they hammered insistently 
on the need for an elementary democratic programme as the 
indispensable starting-point for the revival of the labour 
movement. By this means alone, they held, could the labour 
movement be revived and become, as it had to, the spearhead 
of struggle against Japanese imperialism. This meant the 
conduct of the most patient and tireless organizational work in 
the factories based on the simplest daily demands of the workers. 
When workers striking for meagre improvements in wages, 
hours, and rice allowances were clubbed, arrested, tortured, and 
shot, they could readily understand the meaning of agitation 
for the most elementary democratic rights-freedom of speech, 
Press, organization, and assembly. These slogans flowed with 
immediate and comprehensible logic from every tiny partial 
economic conflict in which the workers engaged. Generalized 
into the slogan for aN ational Assembly~ elected hy tht;> universal 
suffrage of the people, this programme offered a common 
starting-point for all sections of the population oppressed and 
terrorized by the Kuomintang-military dictatorship. 

Events forced the Stalinists to take half a step, despite them
selves, in this direction. Their own programme of " Soviet 
power " possessed no immediate significance that the workers 
could grasp. Their slogans, "Support the Red Army," 
" Support the Soviets," bore no relation to the immediate 
interests or demands of the workers. Frightened by the 
impotence to which this condemned it, the Communist Party 
suddenly introduced in the fall of I 93 I the slogan of an 
" elected people's power " which sounded dangerously like 
the Trotskyist position of an elected National Assembly. 
Although it made many efforts to do so, the Party leadership 
was unable to explain adequately, even to its own members, 
the difference between " people's power " and " Soviet 
power," or between "people's power" and the "National 
Assembly."11 It could not follow such a discussion through 
to its logical conclusion, for even the temporary adoption of 
the slogan of a " people's power" constituted a dim but. 
unmistakable recognition that the call for " Soviet power" 
could awaken no response from masses cru hed under the 
weight of a bourgeois-military dictatorship. t its Twelfth 
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Plenum in September, 1932, the Executive Committee of the 
Comintern proposed "the establishment of an elected people's 
government" in Manchuria,l2 but in practice the slogan was 
quietly abandoned. The Communist Party was going to 
return later on to this fundamentally correct slogan, but would 
reissue it in a twisted and misshapen form, transforming it not 
into a lever for the workers' revolution, but into a noose 
around the neck of the working-class movement. This would 
not occur, however, until the experiment with peasant Soviets 
in the hinterland had been carried through to its conclusion 
and its failure underwritten at the cost of thousands of peasant 
lives. 

Granted a respite by the Shanghai truce, Chiang Kai-shek 
resumed in the summer of 1932 his war against the Reds in 
Central China. Hoping to exploit anti-japanese sentiment in 
the armies sent against them, the Reds in April, 1932, 
"declared war" onjapan.l 3 On january 10, 1933, just prior 
to Japan's drive into Jehol, the Red Army offered a united 
front to any armed force that would join it in battle against 
the imperialist invaders. 14 By the terms it offered, cessation of 
anti-Red hostilities, the grant of democratic rights to the 
people, and the arming of the masses, the Red Army leaders 
again recognized that they had to return to a minimum demo
cratic programme if they hoped at all to break through the 
isolation of their mountain strongholds. Chiang Kai-shek, 
however, still hoped the Japanese would remain satisfied with 
the concessions he had made and concentrated upon securing 
his own power in Central China by stamping out the insurgent 
peasantry. Lacking mass support in the rear of the Kuomin
tang armies, the Communists could not impose acceptance 
of their soundly-principled united front offer. After the J ehol 
debacle in March, 1933, Chiang Kai-shek called his generals 
together at Kuling and sharply reiterated his basic strategy : 
"Until the Communists arc exterminated, it is useless to speak 
about resistance against thejapanese!" He threatened" severe 
punishment" to any of his officers who thought the united 
front offer merited consideration.u The war against the 
peasant Soviets went on, and although it took him until the 
end of I 934, C iang finally did reconquer Southern Kiangsi. 

For the nex ear the Red Army fought its way through parts 
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of nine provinces, across rivers, and over the lofty ranges that 
rim the Tibetan frontier. Chiang Kai-shek sent his best divi
sions in pursuit, but they never caught up with the elusive 

- foe. Displaying incomparable strategic skill and a fortitude 
I •\that s~st~ined the heaviest Iqsses an? the .most- grinding 

hardsh1ps, the Red Army finally um_ted w1th oth.~L R_ed 
forces that had gone to Sz;echwan two_..¥ears earlkr., '}nd in 
October, 1935, finally reached S.ltensi. 

The flight -or the Reds westward and th~ enforc~d liq_uida~ion 
of the Kiangsi " Soviet Rep~QliG " was not me_g:Jy ~~ili_t~ry 
defeat for the Reds. Indeed, by escaping through the cordon 
more or less intact, the Red Army prevented the realization 
of Chiang's most cherished objective-the physical exlenuiua.
tion of the Red forces. The defeat was primarily a political 
one. It terminated the attempt to establish a revolutionary 
power based exclusively upon scattered sections of a revolting 
peasantry. The Reds were not only compelled to_a_bandon 
the Kiangsi peasants to ~h<:;ir fate. They also had to abandon 
the policies that had led to a hopeless blind alley. Much had 
been said and written about the imminent victory of the Soviet 
revolution of the whole of China as the necessary pre-condition 
for the waging of a national revolutionary war against J apan.l 6 

At the Second Soviet Congress held at Juichin in January, 
1934, "Soviet China" was "steadily growing and obtaining 
the preponderance " as a result of the " invincible, advancing 
Soviet revolution."17 These were the wishful hopes that 
had to be abandoned along with the Kiangsi Soviet districts 
when the Red Army marched west. 

Having failed to become an instrument in the hands of the 
working class, the Red Army and the Communist Party now 
began to move ]JI-the d_ire<;tion Qf t_he bou!geoisie. Capitu
fatory moods had already gripped much of the Party apparatus. 
In the cities, scores of young Communists, demoralized by the 
defeats in Kiangsi and seeing no new prospect before them, 
went over to the Kuomintang. Chiang Kai-shek's terror 
machine absorbed these renegades and used their betrayals 
to complete the dispersal and destruction of what remained of. 
the Communist Party in the cities.* Their recantations and 

• Among the renegades were some prominent figure like Huang Ping, 
" foreign minister " of the short-lived Canton Commune. ang Min somewhat 
belatedly discovered, in 1937, that the renegades of 1934 ha all been-" Trot. 
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denunciations of Communism filled the daily Press. As spies • 
and police agents they caused the arrest of scores of their 
former comrades. Party members feared to appear in the streets 
where they could be spotted. Many fled to other cities. All 
Party activity came to an absolute standstill. The apparatus, 
feeble at best, fell to pieces. During the final months in Kiangsi 
desertions occurred not only from the Red Army ranks but 
from the high command as w.ell. Such veterans as Kung Ho
chung and Chang Yi went over to the enemy, declaring they 
saw no hope for the Kiangsi soviets.18 The Party assailed all 
these deserters as cowardly renegades, but it was soon to 
follow in their footsteps and be re-united with them in the 
camp of the Kuomintang, for in Moscow the Comintern was 
already erasing at a single stroke the meagre balance of the 
Chinese Soviet experiment. 

While the Red Army was marching across West China 
toward a new turning-point in its own history, the Communist 
International was consummating at its Seventh World Con
gress in Moscow (July, 1935), a shift in policy that was to mark 
its final abandonment of the struggle for proletarian revolution. 
The collapse of the German Communist Party and the victory 
of Hitler had . completely upset international balances in 
Europe and removed from the scene the powerful organizations 
of the German proletariat, the most powerful potential 
revolutionary force in post-war Europe. Hitler reached out 
for an alliance with Japan and openly bargained with Britain 
and France for a free hand against the Soviet Union. The 
Soviet bureaucracy made a panicky turn. Britain and France, 
yesterday the chief organizers of the anti-Soviet bloc, became 
"peace-loving" democracies to be wooed and won as potential 

skyists." The use of that term as a handy label for all opponents of whatever 
hue had in the meanwhile been popularized by the purge in the Soviet Union. 
In his book, Red Star Over China, Edgar Snow lightly parroted calumnies to the 
effect that Trotskyists, because of the " logic of their position "-with which Snow 
displays no acquaintance whatever-went over to Chiang Kai-shek and betrayed 
comrades to the police. By the peculiar " logic " of his own position, Snow then 
goes on enthusiastically to embrace the Communist Party for going over to the 
same Chiang Kai-shek and betraying the workers and peasants to the bourgeoisie. 
A little more than a year after Snow gathered the material for the book he called 
If.ed Star Over China, Nym Wales, to whom he dedicated his volume, saw a Red 
soldier gingerly fingering his shiny new Kuomintang button. She wondered 
whether he was thinking of the " tattered old cloth Red Star that he wore from 
Kiangsi .... But th Red Star," she added, "is no longer visible on the once 
Soviet horizon" (As' ,January, 1938). 
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allies against German Fascism. The Communist parties in all 
countries were converted more openly and unreservedly than 
ever before into blind instruments of Stalin's foreign policy. 
The Comintern announced that it struggled now not for the 
proletarian revolution but for bourgeois democracy. The 
Communist parties suspended all opposition to the capitalist 
governments in return for alliances with Moscow, as in France 
and Czechoslovakia, or became.pressure bodies for the con
clusion of such alliances, as in the United States and Great 
Britain. 

China naturally occupied a key place in the calculations of 
the Soviet bureaucracy. The extent to which Japan encoun
tered difficulties in China would in large measure determine 
the timing and efficacy of its inevitable attack on the Soviet 
Union. It consequently became one of the prime purposes of 
Soviet diplomacy to prevent the Kuomintang Government 
from joining Japan in a:n anti-Soviet pact and, if possible, to 
swing it to an anti-Japanese position. The defeats in Kiangsi 
convinced the Moscow strategists that the Chinese Red Army 
was by itself quite inadequate for this purpose. Having long 
since abandoned all hope of a Chinese proletarian revolution, 
the Soviet bureaucracy turned once more to the Chinese 
bourgeoisie. In return for an alliance against Japan it decided 
to offer the services of the Red Army and the liquidation of 
the agrarian struggle. 

Along this road the Seventh Congress of the Comintern took 
only the first step. It drew a line through the debit balance of 
" Soviet China " and set a new course for the Chinese Com
munist Party toward a new " national united front." 
In 1933 Wang Min had posited the" overthrow of the Kuomin
tang as the Government of national betrayal and national 
disgrace as a condition of the successful carrying out of the 
national revolutionary war" and had declared that this could 
be realized " only (by) the Soviet Government and the Red 
Army."19 This perspective was now abandoned with scarcely 
a backward look. "The Communist Party," Wang announced 
at the Seventh Congress, " has no other means for the general 
mobilization of the entire Chinese nation for the sacred 
national revolutionary war against Japanese imperialism than 
the tactics of the anti-imperialist united peop 's front." This 
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was to be sought by appeal " to all the people, all parties, • 
groups, troops, mass organizations, and to all prominent 
political and social leaders, to organize together with us an 
All-China United People's Government of National Defence 
and an All-China United Anti-Japanese National Defence 
Army."20 

This was to be, as events proved, a transitional formula 
directed toward the re-creation of a bloc between the Com
munist Party and the Kuomintang. The civil war between 
the Kuomintang and the Red Army had been going on for 
seven years and was still in progress. The Party needed time 
to re-educate its own forces to the new turn and to begin its 
courtship of the bourgeoisie. It was necessary to count on 
the possibility that Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang had 
already leaned so far in the direction of the Japanese that the 
" national united front " would still have to be built against 
them. At the Seventh Congress Wang Min still recognized 
the " unexampled and infamous national treachery of the 
Kuomintang " and characterized Chiang Kai-shek as the 
" arch-traitor to the Chinese people." 21 

For nearly a year after the Seventh Congress, the Chinese 
Communist Party flirted with various dissident politicians and 
generals, in the south-west with Chen Chi-tang, Li Tsung-jen, 
and Pai Chung-hsi, in Nanking with Sun Fo and Feng Yu
hsiang, in the north-west, with Chang Hsueh-liang. But 
none of.them was strong enough to prevail over Chiang. Setting 
out to woo " all " parties, the Communists finally admitted 
that there was only one, the Kuomintang. Seeking blocs 
with " all " prominent leaders, they soon had to recognize 
that only one, Chiang Kai-shek, really counted. Early in 
1936 Mao Tse-tung publicly offered " the hand of friendship " 
to Chiang if he would take up arms against Japan.22 To the 
Kuomintang the Communist Party began, in a series of open 
letters, articles, and telegrams, to offer increasingly specific 
guarantees to persuade the bourgeoisie that it no longer 
threatened any essential bourgeois interests, but would instead 
serve them well. 

At the Seventh Congress Wang Min had referred to the 
"national united front" of 1927 in the following words : 

" We know from the history of the struggle of the Com-
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, munist Party of China that when the opportunists in its 
leadership, headed by Chen Tu-hsiu, counterposed the 
tactics of the united national front to the task of the class 
struggle at the critical moment of the revolutionary movement 
in 1927, when for the sake of retaining a united national front 
with a part of the national bourgeoisie, these opportunists 
renounced the revolutionary struggle of the working class 
in defence of their vital interests, renounced the agrarian • revolution of the peasantry ... they brought the 1927 
revolution to defeat."23 

Scarcely a year later, Mao Tse-tung far outstripped the 
opportunism of Chen Tu-hsiu. He offered the Chinese 
bourgeoisie the same fatal renunciation of the revolutionary 
struggle and went one step further : he offered conscious 
<Jnd deliberate guarantees that should the forces of the revolu
tion raise their headg once more, the Chinese Communist 
Party stood ready to play the role o[ executioner. Chen Tu
hsiu-guided by Stalin-had destroyed the second Chiuese 
revolution by the bloc with the bourgeoisie. Mao Tse-tung 
-and Stalin-now sought to renew that bloc by offering in 
advance to strangle the third. 

During the united front negotiations that went forward, the 
National Salvation Association, a petty bourgeois nationalist 
body, called upon the Communist Party for unambiguous 
guarantees of this nature. "We hope (it wrote) that the 
Chinese Communist Party will show by concrete acts that it is 
sincere in its desire to unite with other parties. . .. In the 
districts occupied by the Red Army where there are wealthier 
peasants, the proprietors and merchants must receive liberal 
treatment. Every effort must be made to avoid conflicts between 
workers and employers in the big cities so as not to impede 
the expansion of the united front for the salvation of the 
country. 

" ... The committees for national salvation and other 
mass organizations frequently include young people with 
unstable ideals who advocate at anti-Japanese meetings ... 
such slogans as ' class against class ' and ' struggle against the 
Kuomintang and the Kuomintang Government,' to the great 
prejudic~ of the united front .... It is our firm conviction 
that such action does not originate with the Communist 

440 



THE NEW "NATIONAL UNITED FRONT" 

Party. . . . We consider that the Communist Party ought to • 
rectify the situation immediately. Moreover, detachments 
appear here and there which call themselves Communist 
partisans and take the law into their own hands. If these 
undisciplined detachments are under the control of the 
Communist Party, the latter must take stringent measures 
against them or otherwise declare at the earliest opportunity 
that it is in no way connecte<j with these detachments."24 

To each of these points Mao Tse-tung on August ro, 1936, 
gave an explicit reply. He announced that the "Workers' 
and Peasants' Government" had been renamed the " People's 
Soviet Government " and that the " Workers' and Peasants' 
Army " had become the " People's Red Army." He reported 
that all previous laws in the Soviet districts placing disabilities 
on the civil rights of the bourgeoisie had already been repealed 
and then went on : 

"We have already adopted a decision not to confiscate the 
land of the rich peasants .... We are not confiscating the 
property and the factories of the big and small merchants and 
capitalists. We protect their enterprises .... As for the active 
anti-Japanese officers and big landowners, we can state that 
their estates and property are not subject to confiscation. 

"As for the problem of mutual relations between capital and 
labour in the Soviet districts, we have set up minimum condi
tions for the improvement of the living standards of the workers. 
The workers and capitalists have made an agreement the terms 
of which are based on the actual situation in each enterprise, 
and are binding on both sides. The agreement does away with 
unnecessary strikes and sabotage. The former laws about 
workers' control and leadership in the various enterprises have 
been repealed. The workers have been advised not to put 
up demands which may be in excess of what can be granted. 
. . . In the non-Soviet districts it is our intention not to 
accentuate the anti-capitalist struggle,* though we are in 
favour of improving the standard of living of the workers. . . . 
The common interests of both capitalists and workers are 
grounded in the struggle against imperialist aggression. 

' "The circumstance that the partisans of Hupeh, Hunan, 

• According to ~other translation this read : "We similarly do not wilfully 
intensify the anti-capitalist struggle."-China To-day, January, 1937· 
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• Kiangsi, Fukien, Chekiang, and other localities have up to 
now failed to abide by the laws which we have lately adopted 
is due to the fact that our instructions could not be transmitted 
to them because of various obstacles. Besides the repeated 
attempts to suppress the partisan movement in these districts, 
unfailingly accompanied by unspeakable atrocities, might 
possibly have resulted in the spirit of vengeance ( !) gaining the 
upper hand here and there. Ho~ever, we are of the opinion 
that this is a wrong attitude. We are very anxious to have 
these mistakes corrected at once .... " 

Mao also promised to" correct" the impetuosity of the young 
men brazen enough to speak of " class against class," and 
added : " What we are most interested in and consider most 
important is that all parties and groups should treat us without 
animosity and bear in mind the objectives of the struggle 
againstjapan for the salvation of the country. We shall here
<~ft~r consider of no importance any difference of opinion on 
other questions."25 

And what if the workers, without asking the Communists' 
permission, " accentuated " the anti-capitalist struggle? What 
if the peasants, without asking leave, proceeded on their own 
to seize the land? What, in short, if the masses, as in 1927, 
swept beyond all parties and all leaders toward the struggle 
in their own interest? Was it really so easy to forget that in 
1927 the cry of "excesses" had been followed by the most 
brutal repression? At the Seventh World Congress Wang 
Min could still speak of the " defeat of the revolution " in 
1927, but now that segment of history was to be rewritten too: 

"We are prepared to form a strong revolutionary united 
front with you," wrote the Communist Party to the Kuomin
tang on August 25, 1936, "as was the case during the ... 
great Chinese Revolution of 1925-7, when there existed a 
broad united front for struggle against national and feudal 
oppression, for that is the only proper way to save our country 
to-day. You ... have not yet forgotten the glorious history 
of collaboration between the Communist Party and the 
Kuomintang. . . . It was precisely thanks to this collabora
tion that all the national and feudal oppressors shook before· 
us. At that time our national oppressors and Japanese 
imperialism in particular, were very much \rraid that our 
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collaboration might lead to final victory and the complete 
emancipation of China. Therefore they sowed the seeds of 
strife between us and set in motion all possible means, threats, 
and temptations as a result of which one side gave up its 
collaboration and buried the united front. Do you feel no 
pricks of conscience when you recall this to-day? " 26 

The conscience of Chiang Kai-shek was not pricked by the 
grovelling ofhis vanquished ~dversaries. He had by no means 
forgotten the " glorious" results of his first bloc with the 
Comintern. It had brought him to power, striding over the 
prostrate body of the Chinese working class. It had not been a 
question then-any more than it was now-of conscience, but 
of political expediency. Chiang Kai-shek, the maker and 
breaker of a thousand unprincipled alliances, was not con
cerned with the hypocritical exhortations of a party he had 
used, smashed with unrestrained brutality, and could now 
use again if it suited his purpose. If he began to consider the 
advisability of accepting the capitulation offered to him, it 
was because a whole pattern of circumstances was forcing the 
Chinese bourgeoisie toward a decision to begin res1stmg, 
however belatedly, the further incursions of the Japanese 
imperialists. 

For nearly two years the Chinese bourgeoisie had been 
breathing the invigorating air of an economic revival. Starting 
upward with a bumper crop in 1935, the economic curve rose 
steadily from the low point it reached in 1934. Proceeding in 
pace with the world-wide economic upturn, Chinese recovery 
was featured by new advances in trade, revenue, and produc
tion. Chinese currency, badly shaken by the heavy silver drain 
accentuated in 1934 by Washington's silver purchasing policies, 
was devaluated in November, 1935, and pegged to the pound 
sterling. Silver stocks were nationalized and subsequently 
exported for the purchase of foreign exchange. This operation 
was carried out under the direct supervision of the British 
Treasury, represented in China by Sir Frederick Leith-Ross. 
Industry received a new fillip. Chinese banks during 1936 

.invested $109,ooo,ooo (Chinese currency) in manufacturing 
enterprises. China's foreign credit position perceptibly 
improved and /negotiations were begun toward the end of 
r 936 for the £3o,ooo,ooo British loan successfully concluded 
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in London the following June. H. H. Kung, the finance 
minister who went to Europe to close the deal, also arranged 
substantial credits in other European capitals and a highly 
favourable gold exchange agreement in Washington. Railway 
and industrial projects long in the limbo seemed about to be 
realized. 

Economic revival was accompanied by greater political 
stabilization. Chiang Kai-shek h~d succeeded in carrying out 
most of his plans for the military unification of the country. 
The defeat inflicted upon the Reds in Kiangsi had removed 
the only important revolutionary threat from his immediate 
domain. The pursuit of the Reds westward gave Chiang an 
opportunity to extend his sway for the first time over the 
provinces of Kweichow, Yunnan, and Szechwan. In 1935 
Chiang :made a dt>monstrative air tour to the western provinces, 
to Shansi, and even to Inner Mongolia. Everywhere he was 
received as lord of all he surveyed. The last important 
stronghold of regional authority, the south-west, he conquered 
almost bloodlessly in July, I 936, when his troops marched once 
more through Canton on the tenth anniversary of his departure 
from that city for the march northward toward power along the 
Yangtze. 

These improvements in its political and economic position 
stimulated new and exhilarating moods in the Chinese bour
geoisie. It clearly saw its feeble economic base threatened by 
the insistent Japanese demand for "Sino-Japanese co-opera
tion." The gradual Japanese conquest of the Chinese cotton 
industry, continuing in the midst of the revival, was an eloquent 
foretaste of what that " co-operation " really meant. In 
Japan's other principal demand for "co-operation against 
Communism" it was not difficult to see a euphemism for 
Japan's right to garrison China. Chiang Kai-shek rightly saw 
in it a threat to his own power. With more firmness than he 
had yet dared display, Chiang Kai-shek informed the Japanese 
ambassador in Septel!_l~!;._- i 936, -that these ter!lls -were-wholly 
inacceptable. -··---·· ·· - -

Cfiiang did not yet count upon actually fighting Japan. He. 
calculated rather upon using his strengthened position to 
force a modification of Japan's demands. \To insure the 
complete consolidation of his power, he still considered it 
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necessary to deal a final blow to the Reds, in whose capitulation 
he did not yet fully believe. He made this plain in October, 
when at Sian Chang Hsueh-liang proposed cessation of the 
civil war, alliance with the Soviet Union, and immediate 
resistance to Japan. " I will never talk about this until every 
Red soldier in China is exterminated, and every Communist 
is in prison," Chiang is supposed to have replied. " Only then 
would it be possible to co-ol'erate with Russia." 27 

That month a Japanese-controlled army of Manchukuo 
troops and Inner Mongolian irregulars made a tentative stab 
across the Suiyuan border. Chiang offered little more than 
moral encouragement to the provincial forces which success
fully resisted the attempted invasion. Several of his divisions 
were moved into Suiyuan, but only to make sure that the 
conflict would be kept within local bounds and that no attempt 
would be made to advance into Chahar. While the Suiyuan 
victory had an electrifying effect on the growing anti-Japanese 
movement among important sections of the bourgeoisie, 
Chiang was still more concerned with pressing his campaign 
against the Reds in Shensi. He arrested seven prominent 
leaders of the National Salvation Association in Shanghai 
and forcibly broke up new anti-Japanese student demonstra
tions that began to occur. He was not yet disposed to accept 
the submission of the Communists and preferred to complete 
his conquest of them by military means. 

When Chang Hsueh-liang's troops balked at breaking their 
virtual truce with the Reds on the Shensi border, Chiang moved 
his own First Army into action. When it met defeat at the 
hands of the Reds in Kansu, Chiang flew to Sian in December 
determined to force the rebellious north-eastern army to obey 
his orders or to force its withdrawal southward and to replace 
it by his own forces. These calculations were spectacularly 
upset when the officers and men of the Sian garrison rose in 
revolt on the night of December I I and made Chiang their 
prisoner, along with most of his closest staff advisers. 

Chiang, captured cowering on a hill-side in his night
.shirt, not only lost " face " immeasurably, he also stood in 
mortal danger of losing his life. Through the ranks of the 
Manchurian arlfly rumbled the demand that he be given a 
"people's trial" for all his crimes. The life of the Kuomintang 
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dictator would not have been worth a copper had the soldiers 
had their way. At Nanking Chiang's subordinate generals 
and hangers-on who still favoured meeting Japan's terms, 
were hopefully sure he would never emerge alive. To make 
sure, they began moving troops toward the Shensi border for 
a " punitive campaign " against the rebels and ordered planes 
up for threatening demonstrations over Sian. There Chang 
Hsueh-liang was urging Chiang t0 adopt a bold anti-Japanese 
programme. He warned that he could not guarantee control 
of his younger officers and ranks if Chiang refused to meet 
their growing demand for cessation of the civil war and a 
campaig11 against the conquerors of the Manchurian homeland. 
The ex-ruler of Manchuria could not have saved Chiang's life 
by himself. The Communists could and did step in and exert 
all their "great influence with the Tungpei (the Manchurian 
army) to preserve Chiang and send him back as nationallead~r 
to Nanking."28 

One of_ t~e most dra~~ic a!l<i_cert~inly~ j~~in,g___frol?- the 
sequel, -one of !!J.e_ .. mQS1_ imllQJtant Jr1cidents of Chiang's 

{ enforce-d-Stay -at theShensi cap~tal was hi:> meeting wit.h -Chow 
0 .En-1ai1 wno 'Iie_a(fed t1if _Communist. ddeg,atioq i_~ Sian. The 
----principal actors in what must have been a memor<tble scene 

have not yet described it themselves. Chiang in his sub
sequently published diary did not even mention it. 29 Accord
ing to another account, however, the generalissimo paled when 
Chow entered his room. He seemed to think he was about to 
be surrendered into the hands of the Reds. Chow En-lai, 
he must have remembered, had been vice-commander of the 
Shanghai pickets shot and cut down by Chiang's orders that 
bloody April morning ten years before. It was difficult, even 
for Chiang Kai-shek, to believe that men he had so ruthlessly 
betrayed and hounded were genuinely offering to place 
themselves once more at his disposal. Chow, the account 
proceeds, came in " with a friendly greeting" and saluting 
Chiang, " acknowledged him as Commander-in-Chief." He 
began to explain the Communist Party's new policies. " At 
first frigidly silent, Chiang gradually thawed as he listened .... ". 
Other meetings followed. " He became more convinced, not 
only of the sincerity of his immediate captqrs, but also of 
the Reds, in their opposition to civil war and their readiness 
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to assist in the peaceful unification of the country, under his 
own leadership, provided he defined a policy of positive armed 
resistance to Japan." 30 What Chiang ~as finally made to under
stand at Sian was that tlie- T~omrnunist~ were otfet:fng__nim 
their unqualine<rcapitulation if he would only adopt a policy 
upon which he was already half-determiJ?ed. He realized it was 
foolish of him to insist upon smashing the Communists by 
military means when they 'tVere fully prepared once more to 
serve his political ends.* Chiang agreed in substance to the 
proposals laid before him. ~ ~<l:S....!_el~~sc:_<! O!l Qhr_istrnas Day 
and flown back to Nanking. Six weeks later, after a series of 
devious and wholly successful face-saving man~uvres, Chiang~ 
convened a plenary session of the Kuomintang's Central 
Executive Committee. To the plenum the Communist Party 
wired its offers : " To cease armed struggle for the overthrow 
of the Kuomintang Government ; to re-name the Soviet 
Government the Administration of the Special Area of the 
Chinese Republic ; to call the Red Army the national revolu
tionary army which will be subordinated to the Nanking 
Government and the military affairs commission; to introduce 
a democratic administration in the special area ; to discontinue 
confiscation of land belonging to landlords, and to fulfil the 

* " ... It does appear to be more and more generally realized that the Com
munists of China are not now Communists in any remaining essential," said the 
American Shanghai Evening Post on December 29, 1936. " ... What is there about 
this so-called Communist programme of the present day which warrants refusal 
to make peace with a group no longer committed to anything fundamentally 
Communistic ? " 

The arch-imperialist British North China Daily News, fulminator-in-chief against 
the Kuomintang-Communist bloc of a decade earlier and the most rabid supporter 
of Chiang Kai-shek's war on the Reds, also now dulcetly sang the new tune : 
" It will do well to ascertain," it said on December 28, "how correct is General 
Chang Hsueh-liang's contention that the so-called Communists are ready to come 
to terms." 

The Sian coup was also the occasion for a striking example of the " flexibility " 
of the foreign Communist Press. On the day Chiang was made prisoner, the New 
York Daily Worker blared forth that Chang Hsueh-liang had raised "the rallying 
cry of a China united. . . . " Harry Cannes wrote that the demands made by the 
Sian rebels had been" originally proposed by the Communist Party of China."
Daily Worker, December 13, 1936. Next day the cables reported that the Moscow 
Press was denouncing Chang Hsueh-liang as a tool of Japan and was " actually 
helping Japan to further the sacrifice of his country." The whole plot, said 
Izvestia and Pravda, had been fabricated in Tokyo.-Associated Press, December 14, 

• 1936, New rork Times, December 15, 1936. Next day the Daily Worker made a 
180-degree turn. Cannes discovered that "the gun was primed in Tokyo," and 
declared that the fiJt reports," deliberately filled with anti-Japanese demagogy, 
were entirely misleaBing."-Daily Worker, December 16, 1936. It was all to prove 
that Moscow loved Chiang and Chiang alone. 
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common programme of the united anti-Japanese national 
front." 31 

The Kuomintang plena~~s!on __ !?landly _ ~?1:10unced 
\thafflle- Gov_e_Tnm~nt woulcl_ co~tinue; as before, to safeguard 
~lie nati(:mfs sovereignty, and was determined, as before, to 
!'uproot the Communists." It then laid down its formal 
terms for accepting the Communists' submission : ( 1) Abolition 
of the Red Army and its incorporation into the Government 
armies under the direct control of the Military Affairs Com
mission. (2). Dissolution of the" Soviet Republic." (3) Cessa
tion of all Communist propaganda. (4) Sus11ension o(. the 
class struggle. 32 ~ 
- To these terms the Communist Party formally acceded on 
March 15, protesting that it had already carried out the most 
important of them and had " proclaimed on its own initiative 
i.he cessation. of confisr::~ting the land of the landlords " as 
proof that " the Communist Party is not promoting class 
struggle." 33 The Red Army was subsequently assigned to a 
"garrison area" in North Shensi and began receiving a 
regular subsidy from Nanking. A Communist youth congress 
held at Y enan, Shensi, in April, elected Chiang Kai-shek and 
other Nanking generals to its presidium along with Chu Teh 
and Mao Tse-tung. 34 

" Fushih is the centre of activities of the Chinese Communist 
Party," wrote a visitor to North Shensi. "But here there is no 
suppression of landlords, no division of land. Not a sheet of 
Communist propaganda can be found. On the street walls 
the only posters to be seen are those with slogans calling for 
war against the aggressor, for national salvation, and for 
internal unification through peaceful means. The slogan 
' Let us support General Chiang to lead in the anti-Japanese 
war' is the most popular of all and is found everywhere." 35 

What did the Red Army fighters think of these sweeping 
changes ? How did the peasants like the new policies ? How 
easily could the Chinese Communist Party impose the " new 
line " upon them? Only the future will finally answer these 
questions. The Red Army in Shensi in 1937 was, in any case,. 
no longer the army that had fought so long and so hard for the 
land and against the Kuomintang. The army t~t was placed at 
the disposal of Chiang Kai-shek numbered about ninety 
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thousand. Of these fewer than a third were survivors of the 
long march from Kiangsi. " Of the ninety thousand regular 
troops here," Chu Teh told one foreign visitor, "only twenty 
to thirty thousand come from the original Kiangsi district. 
About thirty thousand were recruited on the way, chiefly in 
Szechwan, and the rest are from local areas. " 36 Another 
visitor to Shensi in the summer of I936 caught a few glimpses 
Jf the suspicions aroused among these soldiers by the new and 
c.mfamiliar commands they had begun to receive. "We must 
intensify our educational work among our own troops," Peng 
feh-huai told him. " In several recent instances, our men have 
violated the united front by firing on troops that we had agreed 
:o permit to withdraw. In other instances men were reluctant 
~o return captured rifles and had to be ordered several times 
:o do so. This is not a breach of discipline, but a lack of con
fidence in their commanders' orders, showing that the men do 
oot fully understand the reasons for such actions, some men 
1ctually accusing their leaders of ' counter-revolutionary 
Jrders.' " 37 

Another journalist some months later asked a Soviet func
tionary what the people thought. " The people all like the 
Soviet better," he replied. " It was simple and easy for them. 
The landlords will perhaps like the new democracy better, 
but there are few landlords left here to enjoy it. We find some 

[culty in letting the landlord have the right to vote. The 
ple don't understand why it is necessary and the farmers 
afraid their land might be distributed back to the landlords . 
. In general, however, the people give up the Soviet 

~asily. They trust the leadership of the Communist Party 
:o do what is right for them. Yet, they don't see the necessity 
or such a complex c.j:Iange, and some don't see how it benefited 
:hemselves." 3 8 

These were brief flashes of the doubts and differences that 
will inevitably grow into future conflicts when the masses 
' give up " less " easily " and reach out once more to struggle 
or aims that " benefit themselves." But now these considera
:ions were momentarily obscured by the swift turn of events. 
[n July, 1937, Japanese imperialism struck again at North 
Jhina. Chian! waveringly made a final effort to reach a 
'local" settlement and on July I I approved the withdrawal 
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of Chinese forces from the Peiping-Tientsin area. The soldiers 
of the 29th Army ignored the accord and continued fighting. 
Japan's drive into the northern provinces went on and in 
August the Japanese Navy struck once more in full force at 
Shanghai where Chiang was this time compelled at last to 
take up arms. A few weeks later the final formal steps 
establishing the new Kuomintang-Communist bloc were taken. 
On September 10 the incorpora'tion of the Red Army into 
the Kuomintang forces as the " Eighth Route Army " was 
announced at Nanking. On September 22 the Communist 
Party issued a proclamation at Fushih, Shensi, formally 
dissolving the "Soviet Republic." Next day Chiang wired 
them his congratulations. It was almost exactly the tenth 
anniversary of the day on which Chiang had wired" congratu
lations " to the Left Kuomintang at Wuhan for its departure 
irom the " na.tiono.l unitPcl front " with the Communists and 
its capitulation to Chiang's Government at Nanking. A 11c;;: 

" national united front " now took shape at a time when the 
workers and peasants of China, under the direct impact of a 
barbarous imperialist onslaught, more than ever needed a 
party, a banner, and a programme of their own with which 
to lead the struggle against the invader and for their own 
liberation from the exploiters' yoke. 

/ > By C<?_!Tl:~ngj?ack iqto~th~e _Kgominta!}g, f<;>ld~ the Com~lJ-nis 
l>a·rty comJ?leted ~I_l hi~toric'!l cycle tbl:l.t had bee11.._j_n, all · 
stages, uniformly disastrous for the cause of Chii1~S§ :nation 
liberation. The-Farfy -that liad styled itself the "-~il_ll&.l!..<g:£ ~ 
the- proTetariat'~ had rie_ver actually based itst:_lf upon __ !_l_1e 
proletariat as tnemain..le.v.er. af national revolutionary stmggle. 

'I !.n 1925--7 it h_ad sub~r.dinaj~q_itself and the ma~s moven1ent 
·,,- 1t Ted to the bourgeolSle. The result was the v1ctory of the 

oourgeois-counter-revolution' on the basis of a compromise 
with imperialism which served only to open the roa-d-- to 
renewed imperialist invasion. The demoralized Party careened 
after 1927 into the adventures· that transiOrmeCI'lt -m.t01he 
spearhead of a localized peasant revolt. TI?-e -defeatand 
liquidation of the peasant Soviets in Kiangsi cut it adrift -once. 
more. It rested now exclusively upon a mobile force ofpeasant 
warriors ·most of whom did not have, as Wan~ Min admitted, 
" the remotest concept of the working-class movement in the 
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big cities." 39 Having failed to convert that force into an 
instrument of the proletariat, the Communist Party has now 
led it back into the camp of the bourgeoisie. When the 
Comintern failed after the defeat of 1927 to draw the balance 
of its experiences, it had, Trotsky said, " opened wide the 
gates for new experiments in the spirit of the Kuomintang 
course." There would still be, he wrote in 1928, "not a few 
leftward zigzags in the pqJicy of the Chinese bourgeoisie. 
There will be no lack of _tem..Rt~tions in~ the ftJture}o_r ~mateurs 
of the ' national united front~ " 40 _Never h!!,ving_l;mJanced 
itself on the pivot of a firm proletarian revolutionary policy, 
the Communist Party toppled back after ten years into the 
arms of the national bourgeoisie. 

~~ The " national united _f~ont" was_ re-creat~cl i!l !93.1_on a 
--·N nistoricai plime. rn 1927 the Communist Party stood at 

:head of a mign!irnass~riiovemcni. In- !9.31 it stood .at the 
1a of a peasant army of 1oo,ooo men, isolated from the 
:at masses ofthe pe?ple. Til 192i the Communists believed 
: working class would win "hegemony" in the bloc with 
: bourgeoisie and would lead the national liberation move
nt to victory. In 1937 the Communists formed a bloc based 
c:m the Kuomintang's absorption of the Red Army and the 
1duct of an anti-japanese struggle which would serve the 
mediate interests of the Soviet bureaucracy. It was no 
no.,. a question of national liberation, for the new bloc, and 

mmunist supporters in other countries, openly appealed 
British and American imperialists to intervene and to 

1tee their own mastery against the Japanese threat to 
mperialist interests. The Comintern bothered no longer 
ve devious and cunningly over-worded resolutions about 
hegemony of the proletariat," for the proletariat no 

• 

ger entered into its calculations. In 1927 the Comintern 
ognized in word, if not in deed, the paramount role of the r
·arian revolution in the national struggle. In 19_3.7 to return I 
their alliance with the bourgeoisie the CommuriiStsaperily 
~:mnced their radical _<tgrarian _pro.gramm~ ~n_d a~~-rt~on~d 
land struggle they ha(:l l~d for .s.even ~e.<!r§:... They went 

: step further and p0tpisecl. in advance to " correct ,-,- j.e. 
chec:k and s~ppress~<!ny su.ch mvvemept ~ndepende~ 
:lertaken by the peasan~y. Vti . / r . >~ 
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• f In 1927 !he Q<:>mmunists surrendered leadershi_p of the anti
imperialist struggle to the bourgeoisie, w~th the result that 
the Tatter crushed the ma~g~s a11d comPromised _l\'iffi _!he 

• fmperialists. The fiction -that the interests of all classes 
coalesced in the fight against imperialism was harshly exploded 
when the bourgeoisie demonstrated that its interests lay with 
the imperialists against the masses. That essential fact is as 
true to-day as it was then. It con:ttitutes the primary criterion 
for measuring and understanding the events of 1937=3?. and 
the prospects for the immediate future. · 

Dissatisfied with the results of the partial surrenders extracted 
from the Kuomintang regime by diplomatic, economic, and 
only occasional military pressure, Japan embarked in July, 
1937, on a large-scale invasion with the object of imposing its 
domination over the whole of China by force of arms. Faced 
with the necessily for making a fateful decision, Chiang 
Kai-shek wavered. A local settlement of the "Lukouchiao 
incident "-the clash south of Peiping that precipitated 
hostilities on July 7-was approved by the Nanking Govern
ment. No Central Government forces were moved to the) 
support of the local troops when the continuing Japanese 
drive showed that the invaders were determined to take over 
all of North China. When it became evident, however, tha 
this time the Japanese would accept no temporary accor 
and when after the fall of Peiping and Tientsin the J a pane 
Army and Navy once more invaded Shanghai, the die h 
finally to be cast. After crawling for six years under 
Japanese lash, the Kuomintang was finally compelled to 
resistance because Japanese aggression now threatene 
extinguish the Chinese bourgeoisie altogether. 

During the opening months of the conflict the Kuomintang 
carefully left every possible door open to compromise. It 
avoided taking any irrevocable· steps. It abrogated none 
of its treaties with Japan. It repudiated none of its previous 
compromise agreements. It desisted from confiscating Japanese 
property. At the height of the Shanghai battle it even paid over 
to Japan its regular due instalment of the Boxer Indemnity ! 
It repeatedly announced its readiness to accept the' 
mediation of "friendly" powers for the terQnination of the 
conflict. 

452 



THE NEW" NATIONAL UNITED FRONT" 

But having mounted the tiger, Chiang Kai-shek could not • 
so easily get off. The more extended became the sphere of 
Japanese operations the dimmer became the prospects of any 
immediate compromise which offered "reasonable" security 
to the Chinese bourgeoisie or adequate recompense to the 
Japanese imperialists. Shanghai, chief centre of Chinese
owned industry, was reduced to ruins. What was not destroyed 
in the battle, the J a panes~ systematically razed afterward. 
Within a year the invading armies held all the main centres 
of the north, almost all of the coastal provinces, all but a few 
of the principal seaports, and all but two of the principal 
railways. The Kuomintang confined itself to pitting huge 
masses of ill-equipped soldiery against the attackers. At 
Shanghai the flesh and spirit of the Chinese soldiers had to 
give way in the end to the steel of the invaders after three 
months of ghastly sacrifices, of incredible courage and dogged-
ness in the face of overwhelming odds. The commanding staff, 
so efficient in its years of warfare against the people was riddled 
with corruption, sabotage, and outright treason. With the 

treat from Shanghai in November it collapsed altogether, 
Ld the retreat turned into a rout across the Yangtze Delta. 
:mking was precipitately abandoned while the enemy was 
11 I 15 miles away. Chiang Kai-shek fled inland and soon 
ter him went Tang Sheng-chih, hero of the Hunan massacres, 

·Lad been left behind to command a futile, last-minute 
e. Nanking fell on December 13 amid fearful slaughter. 
he north the Japanese had encountered little resistance 
he scattered forces left in their path. They met serious 
les only in Shansi province where the former Reds, now 
?;hth Route Army, gave them a taste of the mobile tactics 
ch the Red commanders were so completely the masters. 

1thm rigid limits fixed by the central authorities, the Reds 
cceeded by their guerrilla tactics in harassing Japanese 
mmunications across wide areas. Handicapped by shortage 
supplies, 41 and even more critically limited by the Kuomin
o.g's strict ban on political mobilization of the masses, 42 the 
ghth Route Army guerrillas were able to achieve only a 
Lction of the results of which they were and still are capable. 
On the CentJitl China front, after the Shanghai-Nanking 
bade, reorganized forces, most of them newly conscripted 
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provincials from Szechwan and Kwangsi, made a fresh stand 
around Hsuchow, strategic junction of the Lunghai and 
Tientsin-Pukow railways. There they punctured forever the 
myth of Japanese invincibility, inflicting heavy losses and a 
number of severe defeats upon some of Japan's best divisions. 
It was not until five months after the fall of Nanking that the 

'Japanese forces, swelled to more than a quarter of a million 
men, finally conquered the Lunghai railway. Rising waters 
of the Yell ow and Yangtze rivers, flooding through broken 
dikes, checked their advance at frightful cost to the peasant 
population, and slowed down their attempt to drive on to 
Hankow, the provisional Kuomintang capital, from which the 
Government was already beginning to flee. Simultaneously 
new drives were begun in the south where at Canton, Swatow, 
and other cities, Japanese bombers, unchallenged, dealt out 
death to huddled thousands of doomed civilians. 

Throughout th~ fir~t year _oCthe war.a. tb_e _C)J.Jnete bour
geoisie dared o~ly to conduct l:l, purelx- milit<~.ry_ 4_efensive 
struggle. It :mcceederl in making. the invasion a costly adven
ture for Japan, but it also showed that such methou~ cannot • 
effectively withstand the imperialist attack and will not, 
certainly, serve the interests of Chinese national liberatio 
Still fearing the masses more than the imperialists, t 
bourgeoisie has looked to the United States and Great Brita' 
for aid. These powers, as yet not quite prepared for 
eventual show-down in the Pacific, have extended moral 
material support to the Kuomintang in cautious doles, w 
keeping the diplomatic record against Japan clear. 
pressure against Japan, especially that of the United '-' 
is certain to increase in the coming period of strugg 
Pacific supremacy. The basis for it, in sharpening notes oh.._ 
protest, in sedulously prepared campaigns of propaganda, and ~ 
above all in mounting billions of expenditure on a mighty war 
fleet on the sea and in the air, is already being laid. The Soviet 
Union, paralysed by a profound internal crisis, has been able . 
to extend only a thin trickle of aid. Its fate, too, is bound up· 
not only with the outcome of the struggle now raging in China, 
but with that which is destined to blaze up along still vaster 
battlefronts. ' Meanwhile so long as Chinese leader.ship remains_ in th~ 
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1ands of the bourgeoisie, the present war will end at best 
~ither in a compromise with japan or the complete subjection 
)[China to the United States and Great Britain in return for 
:heir intervention against their rival. Neither eventuality 
Nill free China. Neither will liberate the·· masses who are 
'>earing the cnief burdens of th_e conflict of which thex_.._are 
iTso the principal victims. The war against Japanese 
inper1alism will be force~ to a victorious and liberating 

.:onclusion only when it is clearly linked in the minds of the 
masses with their own struggle in their own behalf. Only in 
this way will the technical deficiencies that flow from the back
wardness of the country be -overcome. -

1
./ The mobilization of China's vast maJ1-J?Ower will b~ ma_de 
possible only if the masses are _g_~Jva.ni~e~d_ by b_olc;l ~ocial~1 
measures that will preverrt 'tbt': merchants, bankers~ and land-/ 
fords from passing the costs of the- war on to the -backs_orthe 
e~ploited. A still_bolder _revoT:utiona.ry p_rogramme th_at will 
identify for the pea~antry the_ aims of nationallib~ra.tiov from 
imperialist aggressjonJ and their own libera~on from t!lraldom 
.On the land, will bring forward reserves of strength against 
which the Japanese invaders will never be able to prevail. 
Partisan warfare waged by such forces can and will make 
China as unconquerable as Siberia was when it was over
run by the invading troops of the interventionist powers 
twenty years ago. But such a war cannot be made to order. 
In }he years whe~- i'Cwas a_r<::_vo}u!~o~ary _p:_a~an; force, the 
~~~ese Red Army_ w:~s-~bl~ to_ w:l!hstand t~$_1l}finitelyJi~t;_t:er
armed and more numer??~- forc~~_sen! _against it_ 2rec}sely 
because it had un1ocled the simple secret of successful partisan 
warfare. " Because the masses are interested only in the 
practical solution of their problems of livelihood," Peng 
Teh-huai had once said, " it is possible to develop partisan 
warfare only by the immediate satisfaction of their most urgent 
demands. This me~ns _!h~:!_ t~~ex_E!9~!jp..gs)~~s _m}!~!_~e_E!.Qmptly 
disarmed and 1mmobilized.''43 . 
· In other words, the fight could be carried forward against 

Japan by rousing the masses to the realization, in word and 
~n action, that this fight was identical with the struggle. for the/ 
~nd, ~ intensifying, not suspending th~ class struggle. By.' . 

i!s capitulation to the ~uomintaiig,_ tlle Red Army abdicated\, 
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o this strl!ggle~ In r~turn for a bloc with th~ bo11r~~oi_sie it 
surrendered its leadership of the peasants and fo_!~wore_!he 
mobilization of the worki!lg ~lass tJlitt it had aln::a£ly1~ince 
abandoned. The bourgeQisie~ for its part~_was no more willing 

.,. n·ow than it was -in 1927 to abdicate its fundame:nta,l ~c~p_<!._mic 
/.-interests. It -was just as det~rmin-ed now.l. asJ.h~n,l.to_ke~P.._the 

workers and peasants yoked to_ its wh~el.l. to ma~e the!fi_bear 
the cost of the military struggle w~ich the bourgeoisie felt itself 
compelled to wage, and to prevent them from rising to struggle 
in their own interest. 

The workers, who had begun under the stimulus of the 
1935-36 recovery to reassemble their forces and to conduct 
bold and militant strikes, were thrust back by the outbreak of 
the war, which caused such ttrrific destruction in the chief 
industrial centres and naturally checked the ecoiwmir. upturn 
which had begun to revive the Labour movement. To insure 
itself against any attempt by the workers to reject the new 
loads now laid upon them, the Kuomintang Government 
issued in December, 1937, a decree fixing the death penalty. 
for workers who went on strike or even agitated for strikes while 
the war was in progress. 44 A few days later Wang Min told 
an interviewer at Hankow that the Communist Party was 
" fully satisfied " with the Kuomintang's conduct of the war. 45 

The further course of that war will be determined by many 
factors, near and remote from present-day battlefields, but the 
cause of Chinese national liberation will be served in the 
coming period only to the degree that the masses cease being 
as " fully satisfied " as the Communist Party with the con
tinuing domination of the bourgeois exploiters. This will, in 
turn, depend upon the emergence of a new revolutionary party 
capable of marshalling the workers and peasants in their own 
organizations and of embarking with them on the path of 
revolutionary struggle. Such a party will have to know how 
to join in the present war side by side with Chiang Kai-shek 
of the " devil himself," but it will also have to be ready to 
continue the fight when the Chiang Kai-sheks abandon it, 
and to carry on the struggle against all who seek to bar the way 
to the victory of the workers and peasants in,.--.ilie . .D}linese • 
Revolution of to-morrow. 0 

In any case Japan's temporary superio!ity in _armaments, 
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its transient victories, the apparently broad sweep of its ,. 
conquests, cannot and will not insure its final triu!llph. '~'he ·, ' 
shadow of ultimate defeat falls across every dearly __ ~on 
'~victory" on Chinese battlefields_,_ The fatally frail economic 
structure of ] a pan cannot withstand the pr~ssyre-_ the- war 
places upoJ1_ it. }'aced always with the threa_t of <1 soci(ll crisis 1 ' 

at home, Japanese imperialism will. moreover. ]:>efore long, ' 
h.ave to face its incomrar~bly stro_ng_~r ri~als when the next ' 
':Yorld war begins a~d "!-_£~-~ attelJl_pt_~~maje '!:>y_the imper~alist 
powers to prolong their _existence by re-dividing th~ _world's 

. spoils. The ~ar-m9-ker.s JVill begin_ .that .struggle. The ex-
/, plaited and victimized_ ma~sesJ in China and !~?- J ap~n and 

throughout the world, will decide how it is to end. In this 
respect the present conflict in China can be viewed only as an 
episode, an opening episode, along with the invasion of 
Ethiopia and the civil war in Spain, of the greater conflicts 
that impend. - -

• 
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