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Chapter 5 Life under the Guomindang, 1928–1936

Analysis activity 5.1
Most Chinese are quiet in manner and eschew facial expression. Chiang Kai-shek [Jiang Jieshi] was inscrutable, a habit doubtless acquired in the labyrinth of plot and counterplot that used to constitute Chinese politics. No poker player ever kept a closer mask. His head was closely shaved on the Russian or German model, accentuating his hollow temples. His thin lips barely moved as he uttered his polite grunts. As a conversation, the interview was not a great success. He was obviously used to receiving foreign newspaper men; used and resigned and anything but communicative.
Yet I could not imagine that face trusting too much to any human being, although it obviously welcomed approval. A paradoxical character, so I judged. Limitless ambitious, yet not precisely self-seeking. Really caring for principles, really believing he was leading China through the ‘period of tutelage’ prescribed by Sun Yat-sen [Sun Yixian] toward ‘democracy’, while at the same time furthering and organizing private and secret societies that foreigners were bound to call Fascist in character. Watching him, I understood the subtle politician who stood by and watched the heroic Nineteenth Route Army massacred by the Japanese at Shanghai in 1932 rather than engage prematurely in a death struggle with Japan, yet who, less than two years later, was giving lectures to the Officers’ Training Corps at Kuling, on the urgency and manner of preparing for the coming war with arrogant Nippon [Japan]. Endlessly proud, willing to die rather than submit to the conditions of his 1936 kidnappers, yet voluntarily fulfilling their demands when released and scrupulously observing the unwritten pact with his former communist enemies. Doubtless as ‘boundlessly vindictive’ as his opponents said, perhaps cruel, yet capable of the greatest generosity and kindness. Utterly patriotic, self sacrificing, immediately ready to die for China, yet somehow unable to divorce China’s cause from his own eminence. Insensitive to popular suffering, socially obtuse, despite the New Life Movement with its emphasis on toothbrushes for which he accepted responsibility. Above all, a leader, simple in intellect, subtle in intuition, swift in action beyond his fellow Chinese, therefore their proper choice and their idol at a time of crisis.

Source 5.2 Edgar Ansell Mowrer, Mowrer in China, 1938, pp. 77–8
1 To what extent does the interview, observation or history form the basis for Mowrer’s views on Jiang Jieshi?
2 Find an example outside of this excerpt of Jiang being ‘boundlessly vindictive’.
3 Where does Mowrer imply support for Jiang as the saviour of China?
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