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Historiographical Essay

The China-Japan War, 1931-1945

e

David M. Gordon

AR, Sun Tzu tells us, “is of vital importance to the state, being the

arena in which life or death is decided and the pathway to survival
or ruination.” The Japanese invasion on 7 July 1937 put the Chinese
Republic in mortal danger. In the end, the Republic prevailed. But China
was devastated. The war also made possible a successful Communist rev-
olution that destroyed traditional society. By 1945, Japan, too, was
almost destroyed. Its empire lost and its political structure remade by its
American conquerors, the country would eventually enter a new period
of peaceful economic development. Both nations were fundamentally
transformed by the conflict. The China-Japan war, the catalyst of these
changes, is arguably the most important event in the history of East Asia
in the twentieth century. This essay surveys much of the literature on
that war, published since the 1970s, from its origins to its end.

The war began in 1937. However, the events leading to it started
almost twenty years earlier. Marius Jansen describes how, until the end
of the First World War in 1918, Japan had participated with other nations
in the division of China into spheres of influence.! Unfortunately, the
Japanese were unable to adjust to the postwar anti-imperialist policies of

1. Marius B. Jansen, “Japanese Imperialism: Late Meiji Perspectives,” in The
Japanese Colonial Empire, ed. Ramon H. Myers and Mark R. Peattie (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1984), 61-79.
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the Soviet Union and the United States. Russia and the West were ulti-
mately willing to accept a strong, united China in control of its own des-
tiny. The Japanese, with a greater economic stake in the country, were
not. Until 1945, the Japanese would not abandon their belief that China
was a disunited collection of provinces that could be manipulated one
against the other, and ultimately conquered piecemeal. This was one
cause of the war.

William Kirby has described how intelligently the Chinese Republi-
can leadership operated in the post-1918 world.2 They used obduracy,
legalism, and economic boycotts to reduce Western treaty rights, includ-
ing foreign control of Chinese maritime customs. But, the methods that
worked so well against the West would prove useless at best, and coun-
terproductive at worst, against Japan.

Unlike the Western powers, Japan had little reason to change its rela-
tions with China. The rise of provincial warlordism after 1916 demon-
strated the fundamental disunity of the country. Japan had not been
weakened, like Britain and France, by the First World War. The Japanese
had also been largely unaffected by Wilsonian ideals about the self-deter-
mination of nations. They therefore saw no reason to back down to the
demands of Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang (KMT), or Nationalist Party,
for treaty revision in the 1920s. When the British, along with the Amer-
icans, suddenly adopted a more conciliatory attitude at the end of 1926,
Japanese obduracy left the country diplomatically isolated. The Japan-
ese leaders felt doubly betrayed: first, by their erstwhile Western impe-
rialist partners who had formerly presented a united front against
Chinese nationalism; and second, by the KMT leaders themselves, who
refused to honor treaties imposed on China before 1912. Japanese polit-
ical and military leaders never got over their bewilderment and their
anger, which would inform Japanese diplomacy and military operations
until the end of the Second World War.

Masataka Kosaka has described Japan’s continued pursuit of economic
and political advantages through the 1930s.> Essays edited by Richard
Burns and Edward Bennett examine these policies, and the Chinese and
American reactions to them.* The careers of thirteen key American, Chi-

2. William C. Kirby, “The Internationalization of China: Foreign Relations at
Home and Abroad in the Republican Era,” in Reappraising Republican China, ed.
Frederic Wakeman, Jr., and Richard Louis Edmonds (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000), 179-204.

3. Masataka Kosaka, “The Showa Era (1926-1989),” in Showa: The Japan of
Hirohito, ed. Carol Gluck and Stephen R. Graubard (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, 1990), 27-47.

4. Richard Dean Burns and Edward M. Bennett, eds., Diplomats in Crisis:
United States-Chinese-Japanese Relations, 1919-1941 (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-
Clio, 1974).
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nese and Japanese diplomats and foreign ministers in the decades before
the war reveal an American foreign policy establishment divided on East
Asian policy, from the sympathy of W. Cameron Forbes and Joseph C.
Grew with Japan’s economic and security needs, to support of China by
Nelson T. Johnson and Stanley K. Hornbeck.5 Indecision and division led
to immobility until the end of the 1930s. Most Japanese diplomats, united
in support of increased economic and political control of China, differed
only as to the means.® Editors Burns and Bennett are sympathetic to the
arguments of Japanese Foreign Minister Koki Hirota and U.S. Ambassador
Forbes, who believed “the laws of nature still functioned in international
affairs—that energy and efficiency were more important than the rights of
possession,” and that “the historical fact remained that dynamic nations
grew at the expense of weaker ones.” Burns and Bennett are hardest on
the Chinese. Chiding their diplomats for “pursuing the illusion of collec-
tive security “ and making “no effort to come to terms with Japanese
power and efficiency,” they suggest that the Chinese desire for “nothing
less than total victory for their cause,” naively pursued through “a pro-
gram of public relations,” contributed to the instability of the region.”

W. G. Beasley is more critical of Tokyo.8 Referring to J. Gallagher and
R. Robinson’s 1953 seminal article on the stages of imperialism, “The
Imperialism of Free Trade,” Beasley suggests that having achieved free
trade, the second stage of imperialism, through the treaty port system,
the United States and the European nations became willing, because of
smaller economic stakes in China, to surrender treaty rights in the face
of growing Chinese nationalism.® The Japanese, unable to do so,
advanced to the third stage of imperialism, the search for monopoly mar-
kets and investment opportunities.

Manchuria

The Great Depression and the economic diplomacy of the period
also contributed to Japanese aggression. Japanese exports had been hit

5. Gary Ross, “The Diplomacy of a Darwinist”; Edward M. Bennett, “The Diplo-
macy of Pacification”; Herbert J. Wood, “The Diplomacy of Benevolent Pragmatism”;
and Richard Dean Burns, “The Diplomacy of the Open Door,” in Burns and Bennett,
Diplomats in Crisis, 7-117.

6. Lee Farnsworth, “The Diplomacy of Expansionism”; Alvin D. Coox, “The
Diplomacy of Crisis”; and Barbara Teters, “The Diplomacy of Bluff and Gesture,” in
Burns and Bennett, Diplomats in Crisis, 227-96.

7. Burns and Bennett, Diplomats in Crisis, xiv, Xi.

8. W. G. Beasley, Japanese Imperialism, 1894-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1987).

9. J. Gallagher and R. Robinson, “The Imperialism of Free Trade,” Economic
History Review 6 (1953): 1-15.
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hard by the Depression. The American Hawley-Smoot tariff in 1930, fol-
lowed the next year by British imperial preference, threatened to make
that damage permanent. Akira Iriye describes how Japanese leaders
began to feel encircled by hostile Western powers.'® A new sense of
national danger informed both political life and military planning. China
seemed one of the few foreign markets still available. To secure it, the
Japanese would go to war.

In 1931-32 the Kwantung Army, originally stationed to protect the
Japanese-controlled South Manchurian Railroad, overran Manchuria.
Local commanders were certain the country would provide the markets,
raw materials, and foodstuffs Japan needed. The army leadership
believed it would also make possible the autarky necessary for the com-
ing war with the West they believed would decide the future of the world.

Mark Peattie has examined the desire for autarky that was central to
the planning of Kanji Ishiwara, one of the Kwantung Army’s most influ-
ential theoriticians.!! He also explores the assumption of an impending
world conflict with the Soviet Union and the Western powers that
inspired so much of Ishiwara’s thinking. Michael Barnhart discusses the
central importance of Manchuria in the planning of other Japanese lead-
ers.!? Ishiwara had been certain that Chinese disunity would allow the
easy conquest of Manchuria. He had not been alone. Donald Jordan
shows how residual warlordism through the early 1930s convinced army
planners on the General Staff that not only Manchuria, but all of North
China, could be digested in stages.’* James Weland demonstrates how
influential army intelligence officers, both with the Kwantung Army and
in Tokyo, played a primary role in supporting this aggression.'*

Once firmly implanted in Manchuria, Japanese leaders disagreed
about the economic future of the country. The South Manchurian Rail-
road (SMR) and the industrial cartels wanted raw materials exported to
the Japanese home islands. Army planners, many of whom opposed cap-
italism, wanted state-run enterprises to build up heavy industry in
Manchuria itself. Alvin Coox discusses army hostility to the SMR as well

10. Akira Iriye, “The Failure of Economic Expansionism, 1918-1931,” in Japan
in Crisis, ed. Bernard Silberman and Harry Harootunian (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1974), 237-69.

11. Mark R. Peattie, Ishiwara Kanji and Japan’s Confrontation with the West
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1975).

12. Michael A. Barnhart, Japan Prepares for Total War: The Search for Eco-
nomic Security, 1919-1941 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987).

13. Donald A. Jordan, “The Place of Chinese Disunity in Japanese Army Strat-
egy During 1931,” China Quarterly 109 (1987): 42-63.

14. James Weland, “Misguided Intelligence: Japanese Military Intelligence Offi-
cers in the Manchurian Incident, September 1931,” Journal of Military History 58
(July 1994): 445-60.
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as some officers’ hopes for a better future for all the peoples in the
region. “Is it too extravagant to say,” one army supporter asked, “that
these half-dozen different races of Orientals now gathering in
Manchukuo [as the Japanese called their Manchurian puppet state] may
be mixed and fused in due course and develop a freshly vigorous type of
nation, as has been done on the North American continent?”!S De-min
Tao explores the writings of Japanese Sinologists, who in this optimistic
vein praised the benefits brought by China’s earlier Mongol and Manchu
conquerors. They suggested the Japanese might do the same.'® While
there is much self-deception in all of this, there can be no question that
the Manchurian adventure was widely popular in Japan, as Louise Young
has demonstrated in several of her writings.!”

Japan was the only colonial power in East Asia to build a heavy
industrial base outside the mother country, a phenomenon discussed by
several authors in The Japanese Wartime Empire, 1931-1945, edited by
Peter Duus, Ramon Myers, and Mark Peattie.’8 Sydney Giffard explores
the role the Japanese army and state took in the development of
Manchurian industry.’® While the SMR had previously led economic
development in the region, both it and other Japanese firms soon learned
to take their lead from the army. Y. Tak Matsusaka explores how the
Japanese military, while hostile to the SMR in Manchuria, used it as a
stalking horse for further expansion by encouraging operations south of
the Great Wall.?°

Manchuria became so important that many economic and military
planners linked its preservation to the survival of Japan itself. In order
to protect this enormous territory, the army would eventually be drawn
into an endless China war, as well as a catastrophic clash with Soviet
forces to the north.

15. Alvin D. Coox, “The Kwantung Army Dimension,” in The Japanese Informal
Empire in China, 1895-1937, ed. Peter Duus, Ramon H. Myers, and Mark R. Peattie
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989), 395-428; quotation on 426.

16. De-min Tao, “Japan’s War in China: Perspectives of Leading Japanese Sinol-
ogists,” in China in the Anti-Japanese War, 1937-1945, ed. David P. Barrett and Larry
N. Shyu (New York: Peter Lang, 2001), 31-43.

17. Louise Young, “Imagined Empire: The Cultural Construction of
Manchukuo,” in The Japanese Wartime Empire, 1931-1945, ed. Peter Duus, Ramon
H. Myers, and Mark R. Peattie (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996),
71-96; Louise Young, Japan’s Total Empire: Manchuria and the Culture of Wartime
Imperialism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

18. Duus, Myers, and Peattie, Japanese Wartime Empire.

19. Sydney Giffard, Japan Among the Powers, 1890-1990 (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1994).

20. Y. Tak Matsusaka, “Managing Occupied Manchuria, 1931-1934,” Duus,
Myers, and Peattie, Japanese Wartime Empire, 97-135.
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After occupying Manchuria, the Kwantung Army set about creating
additional puppet regimes to its south and west. The stated aim was to
extend a cordon sanitaire along the Mongolian border to defend the
entire northern region from Russian Communism. Japanese leaders
claimed they could not ignore the threat of Soviet troops so close to both
Manchuria and Mongolia. The seeming incapacity of Chinese govern-
ments at the beginning of the 1930s to deal effectively with a growing
native Communist movement, let alone the Soviet army, made this argu-
ment plausible.

By the mid-1930s, Japanese planning had become increasingly illog-
ical. In 1934 Chiang Kai-shek had annihilated most of the Communist
forces in southern China, and driven the ragged remainder to desolate
Yenan. Yet that same year Japan announced that it alone would take
responsibility for the maintenance of peace, as well as the destruction of
Communism, in all of East Asia.

Three years later, Japan invaded the rest of China. One reason was
the desire to seize the rich iron and coal mines of Shansi. Another was
to force Chiang Kai-shek to recognize the independence of Manchukuo.
The Kwantung Army leadership arrogantly believed the Chinese army
was of no account. They also continued to dismiss the idea that China
was united by patriotic feeling. The general Japanese belief was that they
could secure control of Manchuria and North China with three divisions
in three months, and at a cost of one hundred million yen.

The earlier Japanese conquest of Manchuria had been ruthless. It
had violated national sovereignty and international law. It had also been
rational and clear-sighted. The Kwantung Army had pursued, and
achieved, limited gains. It had made brilliant use of its superior military
force. Decisions made after 1932 were irrational. Japan got trapped in an
unwinnable war. The decision to attack Pearl Harbor in December 1941
brought the nation into a conflict with the world’s most powerful indus-
trial nation. The result is well known.

Planning for the conquest of Manchuria had taken into account Japan’s
own military and industrial strengths, as well as those of its Manchurian
opponent. After Manchuria, Japanese planners ceased to think in terms of
the war-making capacity of Japan, or its enemies. Consideration of indus-
trial production and the size of enemy populations became irrelevant. The
planners looked instead to decisive battles to win wars. Edward Drea
believes the example of the battles at Mukden and Tsushima in the Russo-
Japanese War (1904-5) had a fatal influence on war planning.?! The result

21. Edward J. Drea, “Chasing a Decisive Victory: Emperor Hirohito and Japan’s
War with the West (1941-1945),” in In the Service of the Emperor: Essays on the
Imperial Japanese Army (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), 169-215.
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was that the Japanese hoped for too much from the capture of Nanking,
the Chinese capital, in 1937. They made the same mistake at Pearl Har-
bor. The Japanese need to believe in the superiority of “spiritual” values
over material, Drea observes, while understandable considering Japan’s
relatively modest industrial capacity, introduced another irrational ele-
ment.?? Meirion and Susie Harries’s detailed study of the Japanese army
is equally critical of its strategic planning.?* Informed by a combination
of contempt for the enemy and a curious fatalism, Japanese military
planners launched the war against China (as they later would against the
United States) as a leap in the dark, without any plan to bring these con-
flicts to an end. Combined with a disregard for military intelligence or
logistics, the belief that “something will turn up” to solve military prob-
lems helped doom Japan’s efforts from the start.

Unfortunately for the Japanese, their enemies were not so fanciful.
After 1937 Chiang Kai-shek knew exactly what he had to do: China had
to hold out until the Western powers entered the war. Survival was Chi-
ang’s clear and constant goal. The Americans realized after Pearl Harbor
that they had to build a fleet powerful enough to cross the Pacific and
seize the Japanese home islands. That would bring victory. The Allied
aims were clear. Their goals were realizable. The Japanese goals were
not. It was this, combined with the enormous industrial disparity
between the two sides, that chiefly caused Japan’s defeat.

Uneasy Interlude, 1932 to 1937

One of the most remarkable elements of Japanese politics of the
period was the seeming inability of both the government and General
Staff to control the Kwantung Army. The decision to overrun Manchuria
had largely been made on the spot. It was the Kwantung Army that con-
tinued to demand southward expansion after the creation of Manchukuo
in February 1932. Yoshihisa Nakamura and Ryoichi Tobe examine the
reasons for this insubordination.?* The military had long made a distinc-
tion between national affairs (kokuju) and political affairs, that is,
between questions that affected the national interest and the squabbling
of parliamentary groups pursuing partisan aims. As parliamentary gov-
ernment became more powerful in the 1920s, reformist army officers felt
they alone could speak and act for the nation. The army’s definition of

22. Edward J. Drea, “U.S. Army and Imperial Japanese Army Doctrine During
World War I1,” in Drea, In the Service of the Emperor, 60-74.

23. Meirion and Susie Harries, Soldiers of the Sun: The Rise and Fall of the
Imperial Japanese Army (New York: Random House, 1991).

24. Yoshihisa Nakamura and Ryoichi Tobe, “The Imperial Japanese Army and
Politics,” Armed Forces and Society 14 (Summer 1988): 511-25.
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national defense issues, which included anti-Communist police actions
on the Asian mainland as well as the development of autarky, made
aggression and insubordination inevitable. Marjorie Dryburgh, by tracing
the continuing influence of Kanji Ishiwara and Seishiro Itagaki, another
Kwantung officer behind the seizure of Manchuria, in extending Japan-
ese aggression into North China, is one of the latest authors to argue for
army culpability in the China war.?

Other authors have questioned the primacy of the Kwantung Army
in making China policy. Writing in 1964, James Crowley insisted that
army action was consistent with a broader plan, formulated by the most
influential Japanese government ministers since the early 1930s, to
establish hegemony in northern China.?¢ Insubordinate elements within
the army, although troubling to Tokyo, thus never acted in opposition to
fundamental government aims. Even the fatal decision in 1938 to refuse
to negotiate with the Chiang Kai-shek regime, which Crowley believes
obliged Japan to fight an endless war in China, was taken by Prime Min-
ister Prince Fumimaro Konoye along with the most influential members
of his cabinet. Toshihiko Shimada, similarly dissatisfied with interpreta-
tions of an unruly Kwantung officer corps uncontrolled by a moderate
civilian establishment, has argued more recently that most civilians in
the Japanese governments of the period supported aggression. He also
suggests that it was the desire for conquest, and not fears of Chinese
Communists or the Soviet Union, that inspired this policy.?’” Katsumi
Usui also claims Prime Minister Konoye was the prime culprit here.? It
was Konoye who rejected any suggestion that Japan’s economic prob-
lems might be solved by cooperating with the West in restoring liberal
trade policies. He also refused to negotiate with Chiang Kai-shek, thus
hindering Japan’s withdrawal from China. This latter decision is also
criticized by Shinkichi Eto, who has studied the opposition of some Gen-
eral Staff officers to the China war.?® The objections of these officers,

25. Marjorie Dryburgh, North China and Japanese Expansion, 1933-1937:
Regional Power and the National Interest (Richmond, U.K.: Curzon, 2000).

26. James B. Crowley, Japan’s Quest for Autonomy: National Security and For-
eign Policy, 1930-1938 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1964).

27. Toshihiko Shimada, “Designs on North China, 1933-1937,” in The China
Quagmire: Japan's Expansion on the Asian Continent, 1933-1941, ed. James
William Morley (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 3-230. These are
selected translations from The Road to the Pacific War: A Diplomatic History (Tai-
heiyo senso e no michi: kaisen gaiko shi), first published in 1962-63 in seven volumes
by the press of Japan’s largest newspaper, the Asahi Shimbun.

28. Katsumi Usui, “Japanese Approaches to China in the 1930s: Two Alternatives,”
in American, Chinese, and Japanese Perspectives on Wartime Asia, 1931-1949, ed.
Akira Iriye and Warren Cohen (Wilmington, Del.: SR Books, 1990), 93-115.

29. Shinkichi Eto, “Japanese Maneuvers for Peace with China, 1937-1940,” in
Barrett and Shyu, China in the Anti-Japanese War, 45-61.
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who were convinced that Japan had to conserve its strength to fight the
Soviet Union, were disregarded by Konoye as well as by many junior mil-
itary men. Margaret Lamb and Nicholas Tarling, in their general review
of international relations between the wars, also blame Konoye for most
of Japan’s problems in China.3°

Donald Jordan disagrees with this narrow interpretation. Chinese
hostility caused by the conquest of Manchuria had inspired a 1932 boy-
cott of Japanese goods in the lower Yangtze region. He shows that the
demands for military intervention by the Japanese business community,
both in China and at home, were almost unanimous.?! Jordan also pro-
vides a detailed account of the failure of that early anti-Chinese initia-
tive.>? The Japanese navy had originally landed marines in Shanghai in
1932, thinking it enough to threaten Nanking to force Chiang to end
anti-Japanese activities. They later had to be reinforced with army units.
Faced with unexpected military resistance, all were eventually obliged to
withdraw. The Japanese army leadership remained anxious to erase
their shame. Five years later, they would get their chance.

Chiang’s diplomatic maneuverings prior to the war to stop the Japan-
ese also had ended in failure. He had hoped the West would join China
in opposing Japan. Britain was the Western power with the greatest
interest in the country. As Antony Best makes clear, however, White-
hall’s concern about the Japanese menace was limited.?® British govern-
ments, consistently underestimating Japanese strength, were convinced
through the 1930s that Japan would be unable to establish regional hege-
mony. They therefore remained neutral. Some members of the British
government, as Greg Kennedy points out, went even further, arguing for
a new Anglo-Japanese alliance.3* This reflected the opinions of much of
the British community in China. Having been threatened by Kuomintang
agitators since the 1920s, many British businessman had come to regret
their country’s concessions to Nationalist demands, and supported
Japanese military action against the truculent Chinese. Aron Shai dis-
cusses the shortsightedness of these attitudes. Recognizing the absence

30. Margaret Lamb and Nicholas Tarling, From Versailles to Pearl Harbor: The
Origins of the Second World War in Europe and Asia (New York: Palgrave, 2001).

31. Donald A. Jordan, Chinese Boycotts versus Japanese Bombs: The Failure of
China’s “Revolutionary Diplomacy,” 1931-1932 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1991).

32. Donald A. Jordan, China’s Trial by Fire: The Shanghai War of 1932 (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001).

33. Antony Best, British Intelligence and the Japanese Challenge in Asia,
1919-1941 (Basingstoke, U.K.: Macmillan, 2002).

34. Greg Kennedy, Anglo-American Strategic Relations and the Far East,
1933-1939 (Portland, Oreg.: Frank Cass, 2002).
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of American support, and an inability to use Britain’s full military capac-
ities, Shai argues that Whitehall might still have used Japanese percep-
tions of British strength to launch diplomatic initiatives against further
aggression. Having deserted the Chinese in their time of greatest need,
he concludes, Britain suffered an irreparable loss of prestige in East
Asia.% On a more practical level, Martin Brice, a veteran of service on a
British China river gunboat, provides a detailed assessment of limited
British naval strength on the China Station before the war.3¢

American policy offered Chiang equally little solace. Several essays
edited by Akira Iriye and Warren Cohen suggest that the Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt administration (1933-45) in its first years dealt with China in a
permanent state of absentmindedness.>” Cohen himself disagrees, claim-
ing at least some American leaders were seriously interested in East Asian
affairs. He believes, for example, that Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson
had recognized the Japanese danger while still in the Herbert C. Hoover
cabinet, but was able to begin creating an Asian system of collective secu-
rity only after he joined the Roosevelt cabinet as Secretary of War in
1940.% China, Cohen suggests, was the first beneficiary of this policy.
Waldo Heinrichs is not so sure. He believes Roosevelt, who recognized the
links between the European and Asian wars, had first become interested
in China only after 1939. His primary interest after June 1941 was to
keep the bulk of the Japanese army tied down in China, thus preventing
a Japanese attack on the Soviet Union that might allow Germany to win
in Europe. The American oil embargo had ostensibly been created by
Roosevelt in July 1941 in retaliation for the Imperial army’s entry into
Indochina. Yet, by forcing the Japanese to go still further south to the oil-
rich East Indies, the embargo had the ultimate effect not of protecting
French and Dutch colonial possessions, as Heinrichs points out, but of
drawing Japan still further away from Russia.?

The “China Incident,” 1937-38

The China-Japan war began with a clash between Japanese and Chi-
nese troops in July 1937 at the Marco Polo Bridge outside Peking. It has

35. Aron Shai, Origins of the War in the East: Britain, China and Japan,
1937-1939 (London: Croom Helm, 1976).

36. Martin H. Brice, The Royal Navy and the Sino-Japanese Incident,
1937-1941 (London: Ian Allan, 1973).

37. Iriye and Cohen, American, Chinese, and Japanese Perspectives on
Wartime Asia.

38. Warren Cohen, “American Leaders and East Asia, 1931-1938,” ibid., 1-27.

39. Waldo Heinrichs, “Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Risks of War, 1939-1941,”
ibid., 147-78.

146 x THE JOURNAL OF



The China-Japan War, 1931-1945

long been assumed that Kwantung Army officers arranged this as an
excuse to invade China. This version is presented again by Yun-han Li.*°
It is disputed by Ikuhiko Hata, who argues that the incident had largely
been concluded by the end of July and that the Japanese navy was the
true author of the larger war. Following murders of Japanese naval per-
sonnel in Shanghai between 1935 and 1937, Navy Minister Mitsumasa
Yonai, invoking a 1936 interservice agreement, requested that two army
divisions be sent to Shanghai as the first step toward the occupation of
Nanking. Hata suggests that it was navy “opportunism,” combined with
the “drift” of a deeply divided Japanese government, that led to the occu-
pation of the Chinese capital.*! However, Japanese author Katsumi Usui
believes that Chiang’s reluctance to reach a compromise was equally to
blame for the expansion of the war. The head of a deeply divided nation,
Chiang preferred to use the conflict to escape the pressures of domestic
politics. Usui, however, also recognizes Japanese culpability. It was
Japanese arrogance in both government and army, he concludes, that
was ultimately responsible for continuing the war.#

Once the fight began, the Japanese poured almost effortlessly over the
North China plain. By the end of 1938, they controlled the very rich lower
Yangtze valley as well as most of China’s ports. This rapid success has
inspired a number of studies of the Japanese army and officer corps. Edward
Drea has studied the training that made the Japanese soldiers the bravest
and most tenacious in the world.* It also made some senior officers highly
successful field commanders.# Richard Fuller has supplied biographies of
over eight hundred Japanese generals, many of whom served in China.*>

40. Yun-han Li, “The Origins of War: Background of the Lukouchiao Incident,
July 7, 1937,” in Nationalist China During the Sino-Japanese War, 1937-1945, ed.
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tives,” in Iriye and Cohen, American, Chinese, and Japanese Perspectives on
Wartime Asia, 93-115.

43. Edward J. Drea, “Trained in the Hardest School,” in Drea, In the Service of
the Emperor, 75-90.

44. Edward J. Drea, “Adachi Hatazo, A Soldier of His Emperor,” ibid., 91-109.

45. Richard Fuller, Shokan: Hirohito’s Samurai (London: Arms and Armour,
1992). These 820 represent only a fraction of the 1,600 general and flag officers who
were on active duty in 1945 alone. Fuller also provides troop dispositions and the
entire Japanese order of battle at the end of the war. Save for an occasional error
(General Baron Giichi Tanaka died in 1929; he was not released by the Allies without
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David Graff, Robin Higham, and Anne Wells have written more general ref-
erence works about the China war.#

More than thirty years ago, Frank Dorn described the brilliant early
Japanese successes.*” Contemptuous of Chinese performance, he details
the conquest and orderly occupation of Peking and the other cities of the
north. He is equally critical of Chiang’s ferocious defense of the lower
Yangtze, which he believes cost the lives of too many Chinese soldiers
and civilians. Chiang followed his early military blunders, which cost
him his best (and most politically reliable) troops, by promising unre-
lenting resistance and “defense in depth.” Further defeats followed. The
fall of Wuhan and Canton in 1938 eventually allowed Japan to control
almost all the major rail lines and ports in the country. Ultimately, Dorn
states, Chiang’s “realization of the objectives of a war of attrition was in
fact a catastrophic disaster for [China’s] hundreds of millions of people.”
Dorn also criticizes Chiang’s destruction of the Communist New Fourth
Army and the administration of Allied Lend-Lease aid by the “rapacious”
staff of Chiang’s brother-in-law T. V. Soong. Only those Chinese like
Wang Ching-wei, who attempted to collaborate with the Japanese,
receive harsher treatment. Dorn, whose detailed description of Chinese
and Japanese divisions explains the invaders’ greater firepower, is far
easier on the Imperial forces. He even suspends judgment about the later
attack on Pearl Harbor. The primary Japanese mistake, in addition to
having assumed the capture of Nanking would end the war, was to get
mired in central China. In the end, Chiang won the war “he was morally
too bankrupt to wage” only because of his American ally. Remarkably,
Dorn also claims Chiang knew about the Japanese plan for Pearl Harbor
at least thirty-six hours before the attack, but did not warn Washington
for reasons that remain obscure.

Roy Stanley, writing almost a decade later, is also admiring of early
Japanese performance.*® Providing detailed descriptions of Japanese and
Chinese arms and divisional organization, he offers a good outline of the
major Japanese campaigns from 1937 until the end of 1941. China’s
greatest weakness, he notes, was the small size of its trained army, thirty
divisions (three hundred thousand men), “a comfortable bodyguard for
an authoritarian state,” but totally inadequate for war with Japan. The
greatest strategic weakness of the Japanese was their inability to end the
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war. Their most important tactical weakness was dependence on the
country’s seventy-five hundred miles of railroads, made necessary by the
poor state of Chinese roads. Downplaying the importance of the Decem-
ber 1937 massacre that followed the Japanese capture of Nanking, Stan-
ley claims that only one hundred thousand Chinese were killed. He
believes the 1927 Nationalist seizure of the city had been almost as
bloody. He notes more convincingly that the subsequent capture of
Wuhan in October 1938 was a watershed in the war, after which the
Japanese no longer enjoyed the one-sided victories they had before.
Stanley commends Chiang for keeping much of his army intact. He also
notes that Chinese regular troops and guerrillas had some success,
including three major battles around Changsha. His catalog of Japanese
weaknesses includes arrogant field commanders easily goaded into rash
actions, as well as inferior Japanese tanks, machine guns, and artillery.
Finally, he chides the West for not learning from the China war. The
result was that the lessons about the Japanese war machine had to be
learned again after 1941—the hard way.

Edward Dreyer has recently written about the China war until its
end.?’ He is even harder on the Chinese than earlier writers and entirely
discounts the Chinese contribution. Because Chiang Kai-shek’s primary
interest was defeating the Communists, he kept what remained of his
best troops out of the fighting after the fall of Wuhan. It was Chiang’s
decision not to equip forces potentially disloyal to him that prevented
China from becoming the major military power American planners
hoped it would be. Dreyer is equally contemptuous of the Communist
war effort, noting that after their twin defeats by the Japanese in the so-
called Hundred Regiments offensive in August-December 1940, and the
destruction of the New Fourth Army command by Nationalist troops in
January 1941, Communist leaders were equally careful to keep their
forces well away from the Japanese. Chiang’s decision to open the Yellow
River dykes during the Wuhan campaign, and the murderous “Three
Alls” campaign launched by the Japanese after the Hundred Regiments
offensive, are among the examples the author cites of Chinese inepti-
tude, leading to millions of civilian deaths. Refusing to give the Chinese
credit even for tying down large numbers of Japanese troops, he insists
that it was American naval and air power that defeated Japan. Dreyer
also criticizes American planners, who, unlike the British, were unable
to recognize, at least until 1944, the unimportance of the Chinese war
effort. China, he concludes with disarming frankness, had only been a
hindrance in the war.
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Hu Pu-you, a contemporary of Dorn, presents a different picture.>
He claims Chiang Kai-shek, following the principles of Carl von Clause-
witz, was the author of China’s victory. Published in Taiwan, and full of
detailed troop movements and many excellent maps, his book is also a
catalog of the “countless minor victories” won by the Chinese, as well as
major triumphs such as the battles for Changsha. He praises the guerrilla
tactics that allowed Chinese forces to control most of the countryside.
Hu believes China’s ability to hold out for eight years, thus depriving the
Japanese of a speedy victory, which is what they wanted most, was its
greatest achievement. It was only the Allied decision to place greater
emphasis on Europe than Asia that resulted in a failure to end the war
simultaneously in both theaters, allowing the Soviets and Chinese Com-
munists to grab the fruits of victory. Hsiang-hsiang Wu also praises the
Nationalist war effort.5! He lauds army performance against very heavy
odds. Since the Japanese could neither destroy the Nationalist army,
conquer the country, nor crush the Chinese will to resist, he concludes
that Chiang’s strategy of retreat into the interior and trading space for
time was correct.

Wenzhao Tao’s more recent work similarly claims the Chinese effort
contributed greatly to the war.®? By holding down enormous numbers of
Japanese troops (as many as twenty divisions by the estimate of British
Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill), the Chinese prevented a massive
invasion of India. China also provided convenient bases for U.S.
bombers. Tao in addition states that Chinese resistance boosted the
morale of other Asian peoples fighting the Japanese. While this last is
questionable, the presence of China on the Allied side did contradict
Japan’s claim that it was fighting for Asian independence.

James Hsiung believes that American misperceptions of the Nation-
alist war effort are in part due to the American “Dixie Mission,” the
American liaison with Communist leader Mao Tse-tung’s forces that had
been sent to work for closer American-Communist cooperation. Mem-
bers of the Mission first came to believe, and later helped perpetuate, the
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myth that only the Communists were fully dedicated to fighting the
Japanese.5? He reminds us that Nationalist forces fought in all the major
positional battles in the China war. Hsiung insists that Chiang commit-
ted his best troops against the Japanese in the battles for the lower
Yangtze in 1937, and depended on other units only after these had been
exhausted.

Diana Lary also finds reason to praise the Nationalists.5* She notes
that, although materially disadvantaged, the Chinese resisted the Japan-
ese advance for months, winning at 