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Chapter 1 Fragile republic to warlord era, 1912–1927

Analysis activity 1.2: Analysing historical interpretations
Who was a warlord? The answer depends upon one’s own perspective about a military leader, and certainly no warlord ever referred to himself as a warlord. If the reliance on military power for personal influence characterized a warlord, most political leaders since history began would have to be described as warlords, and no political leaders of any importance, including Chiang Kai-shek and Mao Tse-tung (the latter of the two declared that ‘power comes from the barrel of a gun’), could escape such a characterization … The most important factor seems to be the degree of social redemption, or the extent to which personal power had been exercised to advance national well-being – the larger this degree or extent was, the less likely would a military leader be characterized as a warlord. Since this evaluation can be very subjective [personal], one man’s notorious warlord might be another man’s great statesman. By the same token, one nation’s military heroes might be another nation’s war criminals, since national interests not only differ but are also often contradictory.
Source 1.8 Dun J. Li, Modern China: From Mandarin to Commissar, 1978, p. 150
1 What is Mr Li’s definition of a warlord?
2 Why is it a difficult definition to apply?
3 Can you come up with a better one?
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