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Chapter 8 Civil war to Red victory, 1946–1949

Historical interpretations 8.1: Who really took on the Japanese – the Nationalists or the Communists?
Jiang’s retreat from the Japanese forces to Chongqing did not endear him to young patriotic Chinese sickened by reports of atrocities. While he may have been correct in judging the Communists to be the greater enemy, his pursuit of them lost him the propaganda war. Finally, the corruption of those around him meant that, of the millions of dollars sent by the United States as war aid, very little saw its way to the front. Consequently, there was a perception – one that Mao was quick to promote – that the Communists alone took on the Japanese. Stuart Schram summed this up:

The Nationalist headquarters moved to Chungking [Chongqing], and behind the Japanese lines the Communist-led guerrillas remained virtually alone as an effective political force.
Source 8.1 Stuart Schram, Mao Tse-Tung, 1967, p. 210

However, it may not have been as clear-cut as that. There were notable and heroic encounters by the GMD forces with the Japanese. In capturing the Yangzi River area, the Japanese lost 62 000 soldiers. GMD losses were even greater. Jack Gray explains why the GMD efforts seemed to pale against the role of the Communist troops:
The course of the war put Chiang at a disadvantage before public opinion. The Japanese sought to take over the coastal cities and the main communication routes, especially the railways. To do this they had to defeat mainly Nationalist, not Communist forces … On the other hand, the Japanese had neither the means nor the desire to establish power throughout the rural areas where the Communists were established; these areas were subject to only occasional attacks … Thus although the Nationalist armies bore almost the whole brunt of the attacks, it was the Communist armies which impressed the Chinese public.
Source 8.2 Jack Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China From the 1800s to the 1980s, 1990, p. 275
1 How do these two views differ?
2 Can they both be correct assessments?
3 Schram’s comment is from a 1967 publication, whereas Jack Gray’s was published in 1990. Is that likely to affect their respective stances?
4 What further evidence would you need to resolve the problem?
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