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ABSTRACT

This doctoral dissertation traces the origins of the East River and the Hainan Base
Areas, which were established by the Chinese Communist Party in Guangdong during the
Anti-Yapanese War (1937-45) and explains why they failed to achieve the kind of
dramatic expansion as did their northern counterparts. As the case of the East River Base
Area demonstrates, the major problem which confronted the Party was the limited scope
of Japanese occupation. The absence of widespread political anarchy on the Guangdong
mainland did not only trigger much initial debate among Party leaders over the possibility
of guerrilla mobilisation but also imposed severe constraints on local attempts to
construct Communist bases. In Hainan, although the political-military situation was more
favourable, the Party’s plan of developing the island into 2 Communist stronghold in
South China still ended up in a merely theoretical construct. Among those important
factors which contributed to its frustration were inadequate resources at the Party’s
disposal, the loss of radio communication between Hainan and the Party Centre in
Yan’an, the intense Japanese “mopping-up” campaigns and the island’s age-long Li-Han
racial conflict. It was not until mid-1944 that the Japanese Ichigo offensive created in
Guangdong an environment conducive to the reduplication of the Communist expansion
in the north. Unfortunately, this extensive enemy occupation came to the province too
late and was too short. Japan’s sudden surrender in August 1945 thwarted Mao Zedong’s
ambitious efforts of combining the Communist bases in Central and South China. By
examining the reasons for the underdevelopment of the two southern bases, this study
raises some important questions about the Communist wartime movement such as the
limits of Mao’s model of base construction and the need of a dynamic balance between

central supervision and local initiatives for achieving the Communist revolution.
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INTRODUCTION

The Anti-Japanese War (1937-1945) has been the focus of attention by many
historians researching the history of Chinese Communism. They agree that the war had
completely transformed the Communist revolution. It was during the war that the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) emerged from the state of near extinction to a position
capable of challenging the Guomindang’s (GMD) rule both politically and militarily.
This dramatic change was brought about, first and foremost, by the CCP’s extensive
programme of base construction. Apart from the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia (Shaan-Gan-
Ning) Border Region, all Communist wartime bases were located behind the Japanese line
 of occupation. In North China, the Communists had constructed several large bases
which commanded a complex system of administration as well as an elaborate socio-
economic infrastructure. These well-established Communist bases are generally believed
to have laid the foundation for the Party’s' ultimate victory against the GMD in the civil
war. Not surprisingly, they have already formed the subject of several monographs and
dissertations.”

However, amidst this familiar story of success, there are some aspects which look
less impressive at first glance. During the Anti-Japanese War, the Party established in
Guangdong its only two bases in South China - one in the East River region and the other
in Hainan Island. Their existence has scarcely figured in many standard accounts of the
Communists’ war against Japan. Obviously, it is because they were, on the whole,
smaller and less consolidated when compared to the northern bases and thus seemed to
have little relevance to scholars who are obsessed with the task of explaining the Party’s

wartime success. Historians’ impression of the two southern bases is that they had

! In this dissertation, the term “Party” with a capital P is used interchangeably with the term “CCP” to refer
to the Chinese Communist Party.

? For the Shaan-Gan-Ning Border Region, see Mark Selden, China in Revolution: The Yenan Way
Revisited, (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1995); originally published as The Yenan Way in
Revolutionary China, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971). All citations from Selden’s
book in this study refer to the new editicn; Pauline Keating, Two Revolutions: Village Reconstruction and
the Cooperative Movement in Northern Shaanxi, 1934-1945, (Stanford, California: Stanford University
Press, 1997); for the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region, see Carl. E. Dorris, “People’s War in North China:
Resistance in the Shansi-Chabar-Hopeh Border Region, 1938-1945,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Kansas,
1975); Kathleen J. Hartford, “Step By Step: Reform, Resistdnce, and Revolution in Chin-Ch’a~-Chi Border
Region, 1937-1945,” (Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1980); for the Shandong Base Area, see David M.
Paulson, “War and Revolution in North China: The Shandong Base Area, 1937-1945,” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Stanford, 1982); for the Tajhang Base Area, see David S. G. Goodman, Social and Political
Change in Revolutionary China: The Taihang Base Area in the War of Resistance to Japan, 1937-1945,
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2000).
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minimal connection with the principal Communist movement in the north and throughout
the war, they remained “shadowy” and “insubstantial.” Aside from these vague remarks,
however, their history is still obscure in western scholarship.

Since the 1980s, Chinese Communist historiography in the West has undergone a
paradigm shift. As Stephen Averill observes, the idea of the Communist-led revolution as
a unitary, bounded historical phenomenon has given way to the notions of multiple
revolutions differentiated by time and place. There is a realisation that regional diversity
has been a consistent feature of the CCP,” and one can no longer claim to understand the
revolutionary movement by focusing on its “great names, signal events, and crucial
places” alone.® Many scholars are propelled to conduct intensive studies of the
Communist revolution in local context and, especially, in geographical areas which have
hitherto been neglected. Recognising that the Communist movement was made up of not
one but many local revolutions, this change in academic climate paves the way for the
present dissertation by allowing historians to view the two southern bases in Guangdong
as legitimate constituents of wartime Communism, which deserve greater academic
attention.

This dissertation developed originally from one question: why were the
Communists’ southern bases singularly unsuccessful? The question is interesting to
pursue especially because the experience of the southern bases brings them into sharp
contrast with the Communist bases in North China and thus stimulates scholars to rethink
some established views about the Communist wartime revolution. Some possible reasons
of the southern failure are easy to discern. For instance, the scope of Japanese domination
in South China was much more limited than in the north. Hence, the GMD’s rule there
was less disrupted. The southern bases were far away from the Party’s wartime command

centre in Yan’an. Their founding and operation had no apparent link with the famous

Communist Eighth Route and New Fourth armies. However, how these factors actually

interacted with each other in restraining the Communist growth in Guangdong has yet to

? Lyman P. Van Slyke, “The Chinese Communist movement during the Sino-Japanese War, 1937-1945,” in
The Cambridge History of China, Vol. 13, Republican China, 1912-1949, Part 2, eds. John King Fairbank
and Albert Feuerwerker, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 646.

4 Stephen Averill, “More States of the Field Party Two:. The Communist-led Revolutionary Movement,”
Republican China, 18, issue 1 (November 1992), 244.

* Tony Saich, “Introduction: The Chinese Communist Party and the Anti-Japanese War Base Areas,” The
China Quarterly, 140 (December 1994), 1005.

¢ Cf. Hans J. van de Ven, “Introduction,” in New Perspectives on the Chinese Communist Revolution, eds.
Tony Saich and Hans van de Ven, (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, Inc., 1995), xv.
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be clarified. Moreover, their relations with other less apparent factors will need to be
analysed too.

Most recent studies on wartime Communism in China adopt a “localist” approach,
which concentrates on revealing how microsocietal factors such as socio-economic and
ecological conditions in a locality could alter the outcome of the revolution. While such
an approach is valuable in raising our appreciation of the complicated process in which
the Party built up, step by step, its revolution, it nevertheless cannot sufficiently explain
the different patterns of base area’ development within the Communist movement during
the war, in particular, those outside North China. In his recent book on the New Fourth
Army, Gregor Benton argues persuasively that one must take into consideration also the
higher military strategy of the Party in order to discern the broad pattern in the revolution.
The reason, as he sums up, is:

The Communists marshalled their forces in a grand design that crucially
influenced the individual bases and subordinated local interests to final
nationwide victory. An analysis of higher strategy is thus indispensable for
understanding local events and processes. Higher-level decisions interacted with
the local leaders having to cope with local environments and thereby created
patterns that set one broader region off from another.®
Chen Yung-fa’s Making Revolution, another seminal work on wartime Communism
outside North China, also alerts us to the close relationship between the Party’s strategy in
winning nationwide power and the development of local Communist bases. As Chen
asserts, “my analysis of the experience in central and eastern China shows that, if
anything, the Party’s seizure of the region resulted from Mao Tse-tung’s [Mao Zedong]
determination to transplant the successful experience of base construction from North
China to central China.”® Both Benton and Chen underline the important role of Liu
Shaoqi in supervising this transplantation of the northern (or Maoist) model to Central
China and agree that, without which, the Party was unlikely to attain such a strong
presence in the region at the end of the war.

Likewise, Mao Zedong wanted to reduplicate in South China the kind of

Communist expansion in the north. As the main body of this dissertation will show, he

” The term “base area” is translated from the Chinese word genjudi. It usually refers to an area where the
Communists had established relatively secure military control and created a complex politico-economic
system.

% Gregor Benton, New Fourth Army: Communist Resistance along the Yangize and the Huai 1938-1941,
(Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999), 710.

? Chen Yung-fa, Making Revolution: The Communist Movement in Eastern and Central China, 1937-1945,
(Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1986).
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did try to transplant the northern model of base construction to the two base areas in
Guangdong - even though the timing, the manner and the situation under which this
transplantation took place were very different from those in Central China. In view of
that, a purely “localist” approach may not be able to help us to comprehend fully why the
southern bases eventually failed to achieve the dramatic growth as had happened in
Central China. As a result, there is the need to examine both the microsocietal factors and
the Party’s war strategy at national level, especially their interaction, which made the
Communist wartime experience in Guangdong distinctive from its counterparts elsewhere
in the country.

It is appropriate to state clearly at the outset what this present dissertation does not
intend to do. Since the 1960s, four major theories have been advanced to account for the
Communists’ rise to power, namely, peasant pationalism,'® socio-economic reforms,'!

organisational skill’* and moral economy."

Without exception, they all focus on
elucidating the Party’s ability to-rouse the peasantry. Although these theories have
inspired a lot of academic debates, it is not my aim here to continue quibbling with such
discussion. One reason is that this study is far from an ideal case for testing the validity
of these existing theories because peasant mobilisation was largely absent in the
Communist southern bases. More important, recent “base area studies” have
demonstrated the immense regional diversities of the Communist revolution and argued
convincingly the necessity of adopting a multi-causal explanation for its success. In other
words, the most profitable way to study the Communist revolution is not to identify some
single key factor (as the existing theories have tried to do) that would prove to be of
decisive importance in the revolution’s success. Rather, historians should approach the
subject with great sensitivity to the working of various factors which facilitated or
inhibited the revolutionary process; so that, in the end, the new empirical data produced
by this research on the southern bases can be useful in furnishing a firm basis for future

theorising of the Communist revolution.

' Chalmers A John, Peasant Nationalism and Communist Power: The Emergence of Revolutionary China
1937-1945, (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1962).

"' Mark Selden, China in Revolution.

12 Tetsuya Kataoka, Resistance and Revolution in China: The Communists and the Second United Front,
(Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1974.)

1 Ralph A. Thaxton, China Turned Righiside Up: Revolutionary Legitimacy in the Peasant World, (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1983); cf. id., Salt of the Earth: The Political Origins of Peasant
Protest and Communist Revolution in China, (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California
Press, 1997).
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Although Ezra Vogel probably overstates the case by saying that, throughout the
war, “the [Guangdong] Communists . . . remained a small secretive, tightly organised
band and the masses were outside the revolutionary movement,”’* there is no doubt that
the Party was much weaker in South China than in the North and hence atiracted far less
public attention. As a result, oné seldom comes across substantial intelligence reports,
whether foreign or GMD, about the Communist guerrilla activities in Guangdong, and
hence any detailed examination of them has to rely principally on the historical sources
produced by the Communists themselves. In fact, the research of this dissertation is made
possible by the large quantity of historical material from China, which has become
available only recently.

A major category of these sources is Party documents, which are reprinted.
internally and never meant for public consumption. The value of these internal
documents for enlightening our understanding of the Party’s history has been confirmed

by many scholars.'®

These documents, in contrast to open publications, give more details
about the problems and difficulties that confronted the Communists, and thus enable one
to identify the gap between the Party’s stated policies and what actually happened. The
main source of Party documents in pre-1949 Guangdong is the Guangdong geming lishi
wenyjian huiji [Collected documents of revolutionary history in Guangdong]. An internal
publication, this multi-volume set was published for limited circulation and aimed
basically to serve the interests of Party historians. Supplemented to this valuable source
are several minor collections, among them the more important ones for the present topic
are the Guangdongqu dangtuan yanjiu shiliao 1937-45 [Research materials on the Party
and League in the Guangdong Region during 1937-45], Dongjiang zongdui shiliao
[Historical sources on the East River Column], and Qiongya geming genjudi caizheng
shuishou shiliao xuanbian [Selected historical materials on the economy and taxation of
the Hainan Revolutionary Base Area]. My research in the Guangdong Provincial
Archives, the largest deposit of Party documents on pre-1949 Guangdong presently
accessible to historians outside China,'® points to the fact that the above collections have

exhausted almost the entire bulk of the archives’ holding of relevant sources.

' Ezra F. Vogel, Canton Under Communism: Programs and Politics in a Provincial Capital, 1949-1968,
1980 edition, (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1980), 35.

'* See, for example, Van Slyke’s “Foreword” in Chen, Making Revolution, xii-xiii.

'® Although the Central Archives in Beijing are known to hold the single most important collection of
documentary sources on the CCP’s history, it remains firmly closed to foreign as well as most Chinese
researchers.
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Another major type of recently available historical material from China is
memoirs. Memoirs regarding Communism in pre-1949 Guangdong can be found in, for
example, the Guangdong dangshi ziliao [Sources on the history of the Guangdong
Communist Party}, Guangdong wenshi ziliao [Sources on the culture and history of
Guangdong], Dongjiang dangshi ziliao huibian [Collected materials on the history of the
Communist Party in the East River region], and Qiongdao xinghuo [The sparks of Hainan
Island]. Historians have realised that unlike the west, where writing memoirs is an
individual and independent pursuit, it is a community work in Communist China, with the

purpose of glorifying the group rather than the individual."’

Inscribed by local historians,
who are usually constrained by the need to harmonise their oral findings to the correct
Party lines, these memoirs are even less likely to represent individual testimonies than
political stereotypes of historical truth. Because of their apparent deficiencies, Ralph
Thaxton declares that these Chinese memoirs are of little value for the study of the
Communist revolution and instead strives for the use of “peasant memory,” oral data that
he claims to have recorded directly from the former peasant participants in the
revolution.'® However, Thaxton’s advice is neither feasible for a Ph.D. student who

works within a limited time frame'®

nor always possible since many of the old cadres are
already deceased. To discard these memoirs as historical sources, as Benton says, would
mean “to close a main - in some cases the only - door to the past. The question is not
220 With appropriate techniques, such as showing
awareness to their peculiar way of compilation, carefully contextualising their
information, and constantly cross-checking the data of one memoir with others, it is not
impossible for historians to appraise the evidential values of Communists’ memoirs.?'
Regarding the structure of this dissertation, it is divided into six chapters. The
first one is a survey of the Communist movement in Guangdong from 1928 to 1936,
which will discuss the reasons for the Party’s prewar failure as well as the legacy it left for
wartime development. Chapter 2 examines how the formation of the Second United Front

provided an opportunity for the Party to rebuild its defunct Party structure and

'” Gregor Benton, Mountain Fires: The Red Army’s Three-Year War in South China, 1934-1938,
(Berkeley, Los Angeles and Oxford: University of California Press, 1992), xxi.

'® Thaxton, Salt of the Earth, xiii-xix.

¥ Thaxton himself has spent eight years in gathering these data. See ibid., xiii.

¥ Benton, Mountain Fires, xx.

2 For an excellent introduction to the proper use of memoirs and other Communist sources for historical
studies, see Benton, Mountain Fires, xx-xxv and id., New Fourth Army, 7-12. Benton’s brilliant books have
set the model of critical approach and sound method for historians working on the heavily biased
Communist sources.
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reinvigorate the revolutionary movement in Guangdong. However, since Guangdong was
a rear front in China during the first year of the war, the Party’s aspiration to expand its
strength was, to a large extent, suppressed by the concern of power realities to maintain a
harmonious relationship with the GMD government.

Chapters 3 and 4 together form a case study of the Communist resistance in the
East River valley. First, Chapter 3 traces the origins of the East River Column and its
base from late 1938 up to 1943. It highlights how the restricted extent of Japanese
occupation in the Guangdong mainland had created problems for the Party in attempting
guerrilla mobilisation. Nevertheless, the East River guerrillas were able to survive
throughout those harsh years, not least because of the extensive links between their base
area and Hong Kong as well as other overseas Chinese communities. Then, Chapter 4
continues the story from the year 1944 which marks a new phase of the Communist
struggle in the East River valley. In response to the Japanese Ichigo offensive, the Party
Centre in Yan'an introduced in that year the notion of the “South China battlefield” and
made serious efforts in transplanting the northern model of base area expansion to
Guangdong. The climax of this work was despatching south two expeditionary forces
from Yan’an to expedite the local base construction process. This design would have
brought about a turning point to the revolutionary movement in Guangdong if it had not
been frustrated by the Japanese surrender in August 1945,

Chapters 5 and 6 constitute another case study, namely, the Communist wartime
activities in Hainan. In contrast to the East River Column, the Communist resistance
force in Hainan was initially comprised of Red Army remnants. First, Chapter 5 shows
how these former Red Army soldiers, under the command of Feng Baiju, were
reorganised into a GMD-sanctioned anti-Japanese force. It also studies the GMD-CCP
United Front in Hainan from its formal establishment in late 1938 to its eventual collapse
in late 1940, signified by the GMD’s attack on the Communist base in Meihe. Again, in
contrast to the sitvation of the East River valley, where the scope of the Japanese
domination was restricted, the whole of Hainan had basically fallen into the enemy’s
hands by 1940. The island’s political-military condition was auspicious to the type of
Communist expansion as favoured by Mao Zedong. Early in 1940, the Yan’an leaders
had already desired to develop Hainan into a Communist stronghold in South China, but
their plan eventually failed to materialise. Next, Chapter 6 tries to search for the reasons

of its failure by first investigating the impact of the communication failure between
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Yan’an and Hainan, then the three-way (GMD-Japan-CCP) military contest, and finally
the traditional Li-Han ethnic hatred on the course of the Communist revolution in the

island.




]
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CHAPTER 1

BRIDGING THE GAP:
COMMUNISTS IN RURAL GUANGDONG, 1928-1936

Guangdong was once an important power base of the CCP. Here the Party tasted
its first success in large-scale urban mobilisation during the Guangzhou-Hong Kong
Strike of 1925. Sponsored by the United Front government in Guangzhou and benefiting
immensely from the I;iu'ty’s organisational skills, this strike came close to ruining British

Hong Kong and liquidating her interests in South China.!

Also in Guangdong, the Party
made its initial experiment in rural revolutionary strategy. Peng Pai almost single-
handedly organised the first Chinese Communist peasant movement in his native Haifeng-
Lufeng area, where a major rural soviet base was established in 1927 to provide

leadership and organisational structure for peasant insurrection.”

However, the
popularity that the Party enjoyed under the First United Front did not last after its split
with the GMD in April 1927. In the face of severe repression by the GMD, both the
Guangzhou Uprising and the Hai-lu-feng Soviet ended in disastrous defeat. From then
on, the Communist movement in Guangdong was at a low ebb.

The foregoing history is well-documented. What is little told is the fate of the
Communists after the first surge of revolutionary fervour subsided. Most western studies
on Guangdong Communism conclude in the year 1927 and leave an impression that the
Communists thereafter disapl:.xeared entirely from the province. However, that is too
simplistic. A brief survey of the Communists’ activities between 1928 and 1936, as this
chapter intends to do, will show that by the mid-1930s, the Guangdong Communists had
continued to make active, albeit futile, attempts to revive their revolution. Moreover, it
helps one to avoid the pitfalls of the “spotlight approach” which, as Kathleen Hartford

rightly criticises, “illuminates key actors and events, but leaves in the shadow the action

! Ming K. Chan, “Labor and Empire: The Chinese Labor Movement in the Canton Delta, 1895-1927,”
(Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1975), 308-56; Chan Lau Kit-ching, China, Britain and Hong Kong 1895-
1945, (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1990), 176-219; Daniel Y. K. Kwan, Marxist
Intellectuals and the Chinese Labor Movement: A Study of Deng Zhongxia (1894-1933), (Seattle &
London: University of Washington Press, 1997).

% Shinkichi Bto, “Hai-lu-feng - The First Chinese Soviet Government (Parts I & II), China Quariterly, no. 8
(Oct.-Dec, 1961): 161-83; no. 9 (Jan.-Mar. 1962): 149-81; Fernando Galbiati, Peng Pai and the Hai-lu-
Jfeng Soviet, (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1985); Roy Hofheinz, Jr. The Broken Wave.
The Chinese Communist Peasant Movement, 1922-1928, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1977), 139-283; Robert Marks, Rural Revolution in South China: Peasants and the Making of History in
Haifeng County, 1570-1930, (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1984).
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transpiring in the corners of the historical stage.™ It is necessary to identify both the
continuities and changes between the prewar and wartime Communist struggle in
Guangdong and thus to bring the subsequent discussion on wartime Communism into
proper perspective.

After the GMD started purging the Communists in Guangdong, the Party leaders
had relocated their headquarters, the Guangdong Provincial Committee, from Guangzhou
to Hong Kong. Apparently, this decision was made on the supposition that the British
jurisdiction in the colony could offer a shelter for the Cdnﬁﬁuhists. However, the
Communists’ hope to establish a foothold for supervising their revolution on the other
side of the border failed to materialise. Recently, Chan Lau Kit-ching has demolished the
common misconception that Hong Kong had always been a political haven for
Communist revolutionaries. Her research demonstrates that there was close cooperation
between the governments of Guangdong and Hong Kong in eliminating the Communists;
and, in consequence, “the danger posed by the British colony to the Communists did not
seem to be significantly less than that they encountered in Guangdong.™ From 1928 to
1934, the Hong Kong police constantly raided the Guangdong Party’s underground
headquarters, based on the information elicited from “renegades.” Many Party cadres
(ganbu) were arrested and extradited to Guangzhou for execution. Despite the
Communists’ persistence in trying to restore their Party apparatus, which changed its title
several times, by September 1934, the provincial command centre ceased to exist in Hong
Kong.5

Chan’s book is so far the only serious study which covers the Communist
movement in Guangdong during 1928 to 1936. Unfortunately, Chan confines her scope
of interest primarily to Hong Kong, and the findings of her work cannot be generalised to
the whole of Guangdong. Similar to elsewhere in China, the Communist revolution in
Guangdong after 1927 had shifted its centre of gravity to the countryside. Therefore, a

study must examine the Communist activities in the rural setting of Guangdong in order

3 Kathleen Hartford, “Fits and Starts: The Chinese Communist Party in Rural Hebei, 1921-1936,” in New
Perspectives on the Chinese Communist Revolution, 144,

4 Chan Lau Kit-ching, From Nothing to Nothing: The Chinese Communist Movement and Hong Kong,
1921-1936, (London: Hurst & Company, 1999), 202. According to Chan, the colonial government’s
attitude towards the CCP was hostile, partly because of its anti-Communist tradition which “had been firmly
established by the time of the Guangzhou-Hong Kong Strike-Boycott in 1925-6” (p. 176) and partly because
of the Party’s radical movements in Hong Kong which threatened local order and stability.

% Ibid., 175; see also Li Miaoxiang, “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei zai Xianggang,” [The Guangdong
Provincial Committee in Hong Kong) in Xianggang yu Zhongguo geming [Hong Kong and the Chinese
Revolution], ed. by Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei dangshi yanjiushi, (Guangdong renmin chubanshe,
1997), 41-8.
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to arrive at a fuller picture of the revolutionary movement. The following discussion will
trace the development of the two most important Communist rural soviet bases in
Guangdong up till 1936, one in the East River region and the other on Hainan Island.
They deserve our attention not only because their existence testifies to the Party’s
continual efforts in mobilising the peasantry in Guangdong after 1927, but also because it
was within these two localities that the two major Communist wartime bases in South

China later emerged.

I. The East River Revolutionary Base Area

In the Communist literature, the term “East River region” is a rather elastic one. It
. is used to designate the drainage basins of, in addition to the East River, the Han River
and its tributary, the Mei River. In other words, it covers the whole of present-day eastern
Guangdong plus the lower East River valley, which forms part of the Pearl River delta.
The East River region is well-known as the cradle of Communists’ peasant revolution
because of Peng Pai and the soviet he founded in Hai-lu-feng. However, apart from Hai-
lu-feng, peasant movements also developed in other parts of the region. Since 1928, the
Party had established several small bases heref which, taken as a whole, constituted the
so-called East River Revolutionary Base Area. Although these bases had never joined
together to form an integral vnit, for most of the time they were under, at least nominally,
one unified command of leadership. This was known as the “East River Special

Committee,” whose embryonic form may have appeared as early as late April of 1927.

a. The Origins

Most of the Communist bases in the East River region owed their origins to the
two eastern expeditions launched by the United Front government in Guangzhou in 1925
to push the warlord Chen Jiongming out of the province. Through sending native cadres
to accompany the GMD army back to their home county as propagandists, the Party set up

numerous secret cells in the region to reach out for new recruits. Under the GMD flag, it

® There are certain disagreements about the exact number of these bases. Luo Shangxian believes that there
were six constituent parts of the East River Base Area. See Luo Shangxian, “Tudi geming zhanzheng shiqi
de Dongjiang geming genjudi” [The East River Base Area during the period.of the Land Revolution],
Jindaishi yanjiu [Research on modem history], no. 4 (1982), 45. Others hold that the number should be
nine. See, for example, Chen Wan’an, Wang Yifan and Yao Chuanyuan, “Dongjiang geming genjudi
jianjie,” [An brief introduction to the East River Revolutionary Base Area,” Guangdong dangshi ziliao
(GDZ) [Sources on the history of the Guangdong Communist Party], v. 12 (1988), 182-3. Their
disagreements are easy to understand as these bases were never well-established, and their locations were
constantly changing due to state suppression.
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also organised peasant associations and fought for rent reduction. When the GMD started
the purge in April 1927, the East River Communists and peasants responded vigorously to
the call of the Party Centre and took up arms to protect the fruits of the revolution. In
more than 15 counties, insurrections were recorded and some succeeded in capturing
county capitals, albeit only for a few days. Except for Hai-lu-feng, where a relatively
secure soviet government was constituted, no other Communist political structure
survived the early phase of the GMD repression. At that time, many Guangdong Party
leaders believed that the Hai-lu-feng Soviet held the key to the seizure of power in eastern
Guangdong, which, in turn, would prepare the way for successful Communist control of
the entire province. Even afier the destruction of the soviet in early 1928, on Peng Pai’s
insistence, the Party leaders still strove painfully to recover Hai-lu-feng from the enemy.’
Only afier repeated failures and the departure of Peng Pai for Shanghai in 1929 did some
of them begin to search for a new locus of revolution.

It was in the Baxiang Mountain that the fire of the revolution was revived.
Standing on the county borders of Jieyang, Wuhua, and Fengshun, the development of the
Baxiang Mountain into a Communist hotbed was very much the effort of Gu Dacun. Gu
was a native of Wuhua County, who studied in Guangzhou and joined the Party in 1924.°
The following year, Gu participated in the two eastern expeditions, the first time as a
“war-area propagandist”’ and the second time as a peasant mobiliser.” By the spring of
1926, Gu was in Wuhua organising peasants’ struggles against landlords charging
exorbitant rents and against rapacious merchants for manipulating the price of rice.!® If
Gu’s action did sow any seeds of peasant activism, they nevertheless failed to bear fiuit
because of the collapse of the First United Front. In early 1928, a large-scale military
suppression hit Wuhua, forcing Gu and his some twenty followers to take refuge in the
Baxiang Mountain.''

Covered by rugged terrain and thick forest, the Baxiang Mountain was an ideal

ground for guerrilla deployment. Initially, Gu’s band worked as hired farm labourers for

’ Lin Zemin, “Hailuhuizi geming genjudi de chuangjian he fazhan,” [The Establishment and Historical
Functions of the Hailuhuizi Special Committee), Dongjiang dangshi ziliao huibian (DDZH) [Collected
materials on the history of the Communist Party in the East River region], v. 6 (1985), 13-4,

% Gu Dacun, “Gu Dacun huiyilu” [The memoir of Gu Dacun}, Guangdong wenshi ziliao (GWZ) [Sources on
the culture and history of Guangdong], v. 32 (1981), 1-2; Yang Qing, Yang Miaoli and Yang Sen, “Gu
Dacun,” Zhonggong dangshi renwuzhuan [Biographies of historical figures of the Chinese Communist
Party], v. 5, ed. by Zhonggong dangshi renwu yanjiuhui, (Xi’an: Shanxi renmin chubanshe, 1982), 270-1.

® Gu Dacun, 3.

19 Jbid., 5-10; Yang Qing, et. al., 274-8.

Y Gu Dacun, 13-4.
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the landlords residing below the mountain. A few months later, they began organising
poor peasants and hired farm workers into peasant associations. As Gu recalled, at that
time, the “white terror” had deterred many peasants from dealing with the Communists.
To relieve their fear, he employed secret society practices like drinking chicken blood and
swearing oaths of brotherhood to win their trust.”> Ostensibly, the method brought good
results. In August 1928, Gu launched an insurrection in Shekeng of Meixian concurrently
with the Party’s followers from the neighbouring five counties (Wuhua, Fengshun,
Meixian, Xingning and Dabu), which was said to have mobilised several thousand
peasants and seized “large quantities of materials” from the local militias.”* The hard
work of Gu and his comrades eventually paid off when the East River Special Committee
decided to relocate its headquarters to the Baxiang Mountain in 1929. Gu was appointed

a member of the committee and was put in charge of military affairs.

b. The Way to a New Soviet

The Baxiang Mountain aside, from mid-1929 onwards, small Communist bases
also sprang up in other parts of eastern Guangdong. Without exception, they were all
located on the borders of two or more counties, for example, Wu-Xing-Long (Wuhua-
Xingning-Longchuan), Mei-Bu-Feng (Meixian-Dabu-Fengshun), Rao-He-Bu-Zhao
(Raoping-Pinghe-Dabu-Zhao’an) and Hai-Lu-Hui-Zi (Haifeng-Lufeng-Huiyang-Zijin)."*
The mushrooming of these Communist bases was made possible, first and foremost, by
the factional strife within the GMD government. In March 1929, Chiang Kai-shek'”
waged a war against the Guangxi Clique with the objective of curbing the latter’s growing
military strength. To ensure his success, Chiang deceived Li Jishen, the warlord of
Guangdong and an ally of the Guangxi Clique, to leave Guangzhou for Nanjing. Soon
after Li arrived in that city, Chiang had him house-arrested. The incident provided a
chance for Chen Jitang, a subordinate of Li, to lay hold on his superior’s position and
become the ruler of Guangdong until 1936. Before early 1931, Chen adopted a pro-

Chiang stand and engaged in a series of wars, first, with the Guangxi Clique, and, later,

2 Ibid., 15.

¥ Gu Dacun, 15-7; Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei dangshi yanjiu weiyuanhui, Zhonggong Guangdong
shengwei dangshi ziliao zhengji weiyuanhui and Dongjiang geming genjudi dangshi ziliao zhengji bianxie
xiezuochu lingdao xiaozu, comp., Dongjiang geming genjudishi [A history of the East River Revolutionary
Base Area], (Zhonggong dangshi chubanshe, 1989), 91-5. (Hereafter cited as Dongjiang geming
genjudishi).

4 For an overview of the development of these bases, see Dongjiang geming genjudishi, 119-33.

15 While the pinyin system is adopted throughout this dissertation, for some proper names such as Chiang
Kai-shek and Sun Yat-sen, the more popular Wade-Giles renderings are used.
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with the combined forces of the clique and Zhang Fakui. The government pulling out
army units for battles on the western fronts thus created a breathing space for the
Communists.

In 1929, the East River Communists implemented land reform to elevate the
Party’s popularity among the peasantry. Jack Gray observes that since the CCP had made
land reform a main component of its rural revolution, it had been fluctuating between two
poles derived from two contrasting assumptions. As he shrewdly sums up: .

On the one hand, there was the assumption that the more radical the policy of

land reform the more solid would be the peasant support created. On the other

hand, there was the assumption that the most solid support would be attained by

compromise policies which would ensure firm majority commitment to the

revolution, while doing no more injury to the interests of the more prosperous

than was necessary to attain that end.'
The directive, which contained guidelines for land redistribution given by the East River
Special Committee to different soviet bases in October of that year, exhibited elements of
the second assumption. In Article One, for instance, it stated that the land of rich peasants
was not to be confiscated except that which had been rented out to tenants or farmed by
hired workers. Therefore, a rich peasant who was primarily an owner-cultivator would
not have his name in the Communists’ confiscation list. Moreover, it was only when a
xiang had inadequate land to allocate to all poor peasants would rich peasants be
persuaded to give up some of their lands. However, it was particularly emphasised in the

directive that no political force should ever be used to achieve this purpose.!”

Evidently,
behind the lenient treatments of the rich peasants was the consideration that the rich
peasants as a class should be “neutralised” rather than eliminated in the process of rural
revolution. The Party would be wise to avoid pushing the rich peasants out of the
revolution and increasing the number of its own enemies.'®

Besides, the land reform in the East River region also demonstrated a high level of
practicality. For example, the principle of yiduo bushao, yiyou buwu (to supplement the

less with the excess, the ‘have-not’ with the ‘have’) was adopted in redistributing land. It

18 Jack Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China from the 1800s to 1980s, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1990), 266.

17 «Zhonggong Dongjiang tewei tonggao (di shijiu hao)” [ A notice of the East River Party Special
Committee (number 19} (19 October 1929), Guangdong geming lishi wenjian huiji (GGLWH) [Collected
documents of revolutionary history in Guangdong], v. 28, comp. by Zhongyang dang’anguan and
Guangdongsheng dang’anguan, (internal publication, 1984-92), 41-2, 45,

13 cf. “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei dierci kuodi huiyi guanyu nongcai gongzuo jueyi’an” [Resolution
of the Second Extended Meeting held by the Guangdong Provincial Committee of the Chinese Communist
Party on the work in villages] (November 1928), GGLWH, v. 13, 138, 142-3.




aimed to correct the former policy of the Hai-lu-feng base, in which the soviet
government began its reform by confiscating the land of all people disregarding their class
background. After calculating the total amount of land available and working out a quota
for each peasant, the soviet then allotted land accordingly. While this “absolute
egalitarian” method wanted to ensure an exactly equal share of land for everyone, it soon
proved extremely bothersome and disturbed the routines of the farmers. Further, since
many peasants were allotted land other than their original pieces, they were very much
annoyed. Now with the new yiduo bushao, yiyou buwu principles, only the land of the
landlords (and the “surplus” land of rich peasants) were confiscated and redistributed to
peasants who had little or no land. Although by the new method farmers would not have
the same amount of land, on the whole, most poor peasants and hired farm labourers did
benefit."”

Communist literature praises that the agrarian reform in 1929 was successful in
improving the peasants’ livelihood and cultivating mass support for the Party. To keep
step with the surge of this revolutionary tide, the East River Special Committee convened
a congress on 1 May 1930 and formally declared the establishment of the East River
Soviet Government. The congress also initiated the formation of the Eleventh Red Army,
which placed individual East River guerrilla forces under one unified command. Gu was
the commander-in-chief of this Red Army, but his authority was subordinated to a newly-
established military committee led by Yan Hanzhang, at that time also the secretary of the
East River Special Committee. In that year, the East River Communists had a
government which ruled a population of over one million and controlied an army of more

than 3,000 troops.?°

¢. The Demise of the Rural Bases

Regardless of whether the revival of Communist revolution in the East River
region was apparent or real, what hastened its collapse was, first of all, the “leftist
excesses” of the Party’s revolutionary strategy, which urged radical actions in defiance of
objective conditions. In mid-1930, the Li Lisan Line began to dominate the Party Centre.
Sparked off by an unfounded optimism of an imminent world revolution, this insurrection
policy insisted on a Communist offensive in cities to achieve nationwide mass

mobilisation. Working under its shadow, the Guangdong Provincial Committee ordered

"% Ibid., 42-3, 47.
% Dongjiang geming genjudishi, 134-47.
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attacks on regional cities as preparation for the ultimate seizure of Guangzhou. In the
East River Base Area, the Li Lisan Line brought Yan Hanzhang and Gu Dacun into
conflict. Yan, fully embracing the Party Centre’s optimism, ordered Gu and the Eleventh
Red Army to capture Chaozhou city. Considering that suicidal, Gu argued that the Red
Army should take the towns of Wuhua and Fengshun, where the GMD’s defences were
weaker. Probably by invoking Party discipline, Yang made Gu submit to his order of
attacking (three times altogether) Chaozhou city, which brought nothing to the
Communists except heavy causalities.”!

Another bone of contention between Yan and Gu was the location of the East
River Special Committee. Even before the ascendancy of the Li Lisan Line, Yang had
already proposed a relocation of the Committee from the Baxiang Mountain to the Danan
Mountain of Huilai County. He stressed that its proximity to the coast would facilitate
communication between the Provincial Committee in Hong Kong and the East River
Special Committee via sea transportation as well as give the Party a better position to
direct urban mobilisation than the remote Baxiang Mountain. This idea was opposed by
Gu, who felt that the terrain of the small Danan Mountain was far from ideal for guerrilla
deployment. More importantly, Gu believed that the future of the revolutionary
movement in the East River region lay not in capturing coastal cities. Rather, it should
strive for expansion to the mountainous areas in northeast Guangdong so that the East
River Base Area could eventually join other Communist bases in southern Jiangxi and
Fujian and play upon the administrative confusion in the border region for survival.
Gu’s aspiration, however, was interpreted by Yan as “mountain-topism,” that Gu
cherished more protecting his own power base than the expansion of the Communist
movement. Despite Gu’s strong protest, Yan had the Committee’s headquarters
transplanted to Danan Mountain in late 1930.

The rule of the Li Lisan Line did not last long in the CCP, but “leftist excesses”
reemerged following the rise of Wang Ming and the Internationalists. This time it took
the form of a militant line towards rich peasants. In 1931, the East River Soviet
Government officially adopted the anti-rich peasant policy. It passed a new land law
which authorised the confiscation of all rich peasants’ land and specified that they would

only be allotted land of poor quality. The law also intensified attacks on landlords. No

2! 1bjd,, 149-50; Huang Zhenwei, Guangdong geming genjuishi [A history of the revolutionary bases in
Guangdong], (Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1993), 175-6.
2 Gu Dacun, 20-1, 26.




member of the landlord class, whether rich or poor, would be given land for subsistence.
Furthermore, the egalitarian method of land redistribution was reinstated.”

As one would expect, this radical agrarian reform created much discontentment in
the soviet bases. Since land had to be redistributed again, it greatly disturbed the
production of farmers. In some bases, cadres reported that they had to redistribute land
several times in order to ensure absolute equality. Moreover, many abuses arose because
local cadres mishandled the reform. It was noticed that in some villages where Party
cadres were too enthusiastic they confiscated not only the land but also the other property
of rich peasants. In fact, since Party cadres generally lacked guidelines in differentiating
. middle peasants from rich peasants, they often mistook the well-off middle peasants as
rich peasants. Consequently, the anti-rich peasant measures also undermined the faith of
the middle peasants in the Party.*

Another incident, allegedly related to “leftist excesses” and bringing destructive
results to the East River Base Area, was the Anti-AB Corps ACampaign.25 The origins and
nature of this movement have puzzled many historians;*® but attributing it solely to Wang
Ming’s political line, the standard historiography of mainland China, carries little
persuasion. Unfortunately, the scarcity of relevant materials precludes any attempt to
arrive at a clear understanding of the incident. However, one thing that is certain is that
the Anti-AB Corps Campaign in Guangdong was as devastating to the Party as it was
elsewhere. The campaign’s chief reliance on the method of bigongxin (torture,
confession, credulity), rather than careful and thorough investigation, to elicit evidence
from AB Corps’ suspects had opened the floodgate for abuses. Aggressive individuals
easily exploited the campaign to purge dissenters from the Party. Gu Dacun estimated
that the Anti-AB Corps Campaign in the East River soviet bases caused the death of about

B Dongjiang geming genjudishi, 185-6, 232-4.

# «zhonggong Dongjiang tewei Xu Gusheng ji Zhongyang de baogao” [A report to the Party Centre by Xu
Gusheng of the East River Party Special Committee] (12 November 1932), GGLWH, v. 29, 417.

 The AB Corps was originally a secret body founded by members of the GMD in early 1927 to carry out
subversive activities against the CCP. The initials “AB” of the group’s name was popularly interpreted as
“anti-Bolshevik.” However, it actually stood for the two-level structure (provincial and county) of this
organisation . See Warren Kuo ed., A Comprehensive Glossary of Chinese Communist Terminalogy,
(Taipei: Institute of International Relations, 1978), s.v. “Ei pi [AB] t'van.”

26 Virtually nothing substantial has ever been written on the rise of the Anti-AB Corps Campaign in places
other than Jiangxi, where the movement led to the Futian incident. While some scholars such as Chen
Yung-fa interpret the incident as basically an intra-Party power struggle between Mao Zedong and Li
Wenlin, others such as Stephen Avexrill believe that its roots can be traced back to the specific socijal and
political environment of the complex society of the Jiangxi hill country. See Chen Yung-fa, “The Futian
Incident and the Anti-Bolshevik League: ‘Terror’ in the CCP Revolution,” Republican China, 19, issue 2
(April 1994): 1-51 and Stephen C. Averill, “The Origins of the Futian Incident,” in New Perspectives, 79-
115.




one thousand officials and soldiers in the Eleventh Red Army and was directly
responsible for its eventual dissolution.”” Several hundred Party cadres are thought to
have been executed too, although no figures are available.

Even worse, the Anti-AB Corps Campaign struck the East River soviet bases at a
time when the GMD government in Guangdong stepped up its pacification efforts against
the “Communist bandits.” In late 1930, troops were moving into northeast Guangdong
and beginning to wipe out Communist bases along the borders of Guangdong, Jiangxi and
Fujian. The objective of this military operation was to assist Chiang Kai-shek’s
“encirclement campaigns” of the Jiangxi Soviet by blocking the ways for Zhu-Mao Red
Army to retreat once they were defeated. In the East River region, the soviet bases in the
Baxiang Mountain, Mei-Bu-Feng, Wu-Xing-Long and Jiao-Ping-Xun became the targets
of the GMD army. Already divided by internal struggles, these bases could not stand
before the GMD’s overwhelming forces. They all disintegrated by the end of 1931, and
cadres had to go underground or escape to other bases. In the Baxiang Mountain, Gu
preserved the strength of the Red Army by withdrawing it to the nearby county of Zijin.
Later, he and his troops were summoned by the East River Special Committee to the
Danan Mountain base; but upon his arrival, Gu was taken into custody as an AB Corps’
suspect. He was fortunate enough not to be killed, only to be demoted to Luhui as the
secretary of the county Party.?®

Another wave of bandit suppression followed soon, and this time on a much
grander scale. Similar to the previous one, this effort was intended to be a collaboration
with Chiang’s encirclement campaigns (the fourth and the fifth ones) of the Jiangxi
Soviet. Some Communist historians believe that the recurring military suppressions
indicated Chen Jitang’s determination to free Guangdong from the menace of
Communism and thereby consolidate his own rule in the province. However, it seems
more likely that what Chen feared were Chiang Kai-shek and his central government
army. A Communist presence in Guangdong, although slight, would nevertheless give
Chiang a convenient pretext to intervene in the politics of Guangdong. This was
especially plausible in view of the fact that Chiang’s troops were already stationed in the
neighbouring province, fighting against the Communists, and thus “in a position to chase

Communist forces over the border into Guangdong and then to contest Chen Jitang’s hold

%7 Gu Dacun, 29.
2 Thid., 28-9.
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on the province.”” Chen had to be vigilant in suppressing Communists in order to keep
Chiang and the central government out of his territory. .

In early 1932, Chen appointed General Li Yangjing to suppress the Commumnist
bases in the coastal counties of eastern Guangdong. With a total force of more than
15,000 troops, Li extirpated the soviet bases one by one.’® In the Danan Mountain,
although Gu Dacun was recalled to command the Red Army, he alone could not tumm the
tide. In June 1935, deeming that the base area could no longer survive, Gu suggested that
the East River Special Committee withdraw. He made a plan for the remaining few
hundred cadres and soldiers to be divided into small cells and retreat one after another.
Unfortunately, Li Chongsan, the then secretary of the Committee, was arrested by the -
government during his flight. Based on the information elicited from him, the GMD
troops searched out and eradicated most of the Communist remnants in the Danan
Mountain. Li also supplied the GMD with details about the locations of secret Party
branches in eastern Guangdong, many of which were then raided by the GMD police.’!

By mid-1935, the Communist revolution, as an organised peasant movement, had
ceased to exist in the East River region. Survivors of the collapsed soviet bases, however,
kept on fighting for the revolution. Cadres in Chao-Cheng-Yao-Ao, for example, opened
up new areas of guerrilla warfare along the Min-Yue border. They later participated in the
Three-year Guerrilla War under the lead of the Min-Yue Special Committee. On the
other hand, Gu Dacun and seventeen survivors who had escaped from the siege of the
Danan Mountain Base stayed underground in Dabu County. Working as labourers in a
local bowl-making factory, they continued to struggle against the GMD government until
the outbreak of the war in 1937.%

II. The Hainan Revolutionary Base Area

a. From City to Countryside
Communist activities in Hainan began in 1924, when a number of native
members, either on the Party’s instruction or out of their own initiative, went home to

disseminate Marxism and other progressive ideas. Nevertheless, significant progress was

2 John Fitzgerald, “Warlords, Bullies, and State Building in Nationalist China: The Guangdong
Cooperative Movement, 1932-1936,” Modern China, v. 23, no. 4 (October 1997), 429.

3 Dongjiang geming genjudishi, 243-4.

31 Ibid., 262-3; Gu Dacun, 33.

32 Gu Dacun, 34-5.
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attained only after the United Front government invaded Hainan in 1925 and expelled the
local warlord Deng Benyin from the island. More than two hundred Communist mass
workers, most of them Hainanese students, had participated in this expedition. Under the
shield of the United Front, they met little resistance in attempting popular mobilisation.

In 1926, a labour union was founded in Haikou, which claimed to have a membership of
4,000, among whom were industrial workers, mechanics, boat operators and salespersons.
By the end of the year, peasant associations were organised in many counties. Altogether,
they boasted a membership of more than 100,000. Peasants’ self-defence forces also
appeared sooner or later. Over a thousand peasants were said to have participated in
classes convened by the “peasant training institutes,” which aimed to equip peasants with
political and military knowledge.”® Also in 1926, the Party set up its first branch in
Hainan known as the Party Committee of the Hainan Area, later superseded by the Hainan
Special Committee. It was headed by Wang Wenming, a Hainan native and a prominent
student movement leader of Hainan during the May Fourth period.

On 22 April 1927, the GMD police in the Haikou-Fucheng area, the commercial
and administrative centres of Hainan, began to arrest Communists. Barely escaping, the
senior leaders of the Hainan Special Committee hid themselves in Wang Wenming’s
home in the county of Lehui. A few months later, using the trainees from the peasant
training institutes as the core, they organised a peasant army whose ranks grew quickly to

a thousand men.**

In September, the Hainan Communists complied with the Party
Centre’s call for armed insurrections during the autumn harvest and attacked Jaiji, the
second largest city in Hainan. Owing to bad tactics and poor coordination, the operation
was defeated, and the peasant army was forced to withdraw back to the countryside of
Lehui where they built a small guerrilla base. Under the leadership of Wang Wenming,
the Hainan Communists went further south and, by the end of 1927, successfully erected a

few other soviet bases in Wanning, Lingshui and Yaxian Counties.*

¥ Li Liming, “Qiongya geming douzheng de huiyi” [Reminiscences of the revolutionary struggle in
Hainan], GDZ, v. 6 (1985), 49-53; Xiao Huanhui, “Hainan remin zaoqi de geming douzheng” [The early
revolutionary struggle of the Hainan people}, GDZ, v. 5 (n.p.d.), 58-61; Qiongya wuzhuang douzhengshx
bangongshi comp., Qiongya zongduishi (QZS) [A history of the Hainan Column), (Guangdong renmin
chubanshe, 1986), 3-5.

* 078, 11.

% Ibid., 20-5; Li Liming, 67.




35

b. The Li Tribe and Revolutionary Movement

One outstanding feature of the Communist movement in Hainan was the
involvement of its aboriginal people, the Lis. Concerning their origins, anthropologists
have no definite knowledge.*® The Lis are said to have consisted of many tribes but the
four major ones are the Xiao, the Qi, the Bendi and the Meifu. The Lis can also be
classified by the extent of their contact with the Han Chinese. Those who have been
assimilated into the Han civilisation are called the “tame” Lis (Shou Li). The Lis who had
been driven inland and settled in the mountainous interior of Hainan are the “wild” Lis
(Sheng Li). Isolated from the Han Chinese, these “wild” Lis, in many ways, kept their
original living stylé untouched and relied on farming and hunting for subsistence.”’

There are no reliable statistics on the Li population in the Republican era. One encounters
figures roughly from 200,000 to 490,000.%

The Lis have a long record of rebellion against the Chinese central governments
throughout Imperial history. Many have explained this phenomenon in terms of the
“wild” or “barbarous” nature of the Li people, but such an approach suggests litfle more
than a cultural disdain of the Han Chinese for the Lis. In fact, most Li rebellions
represented a reaction against the territorial encroachment of the Han Chinese upon Li
inhabitants. Also, much ethnic hatred of the Lis towards the Han settlers was the result of
their exploitation by rapacious Chinese merchants.”® For most of their reign, the GMD
authorities did little to interfere with the Lis’ way of living. Not until 1935 did they
establish three new counties, Baisha, Yuedong and Baoting, in the Lis’ district of central

Hainan to exercise greater control over them. In 1936, Nanjing announced its intention to

% Some maintain that they were originally a tribe residing in the area of Guangdong and Guangxi who
migrated to the island during the Neolithic age. Others believe that the Lis came from the “South Pacific”
(today’s Malaysia and Indonesia) since they shared certain common characteristics in social organisation as
well as customs with the native people there. See Hainan Lizu, Miaozu zizhizhou gaikuang [A brief account
of the Hainan Li and Miao Autonomous Prefecture], (Guangdong remin chubanshe, 1986), 44-5. (Hereafter
cited as Zizhizhou gaikuang).

37 Han Liu, “Hainan: The Island and the People,” The China Journdal, v. 29, no. 6 (December 1938), 309-
10; Qiongzhou Fuzhi {Local history of Qiongzhou Perfecture in Guangdong], v. 1, chapter 20, facsimile of
the 1980 revision of the 1941 edition, Zhongguo fangzhi zongshu {Local history of China series], (Taibei:
Chengwen chubanshe, 1967), 448; Xu Chonghao, Qiongya zhiliie [A short geography of Hainan Island],
(Zhengzhong shuju, 1947), 75.

*% Xu Chonghao, 62; Guangdong jingji nainjian bianzhuan weiyuanhui, Guangdong jingji nianjian
[Economic yearbook of Guangdong], v. 1, (Guangzhou: Guangdongsheng yinhang jingji yanjiushi, 1941),
C-80; Hainandao zhengzhi jingji shenhui wenhua jiyao, [An outline of the political, economic, and social
conditions of Hainan], (Singapore: Nanyang yingshu Qiongzhou huihuan }ianhehui, 1947), 16. (Hereafter
cited as Hainandao jiyao).

¥ Cf. Xu Chonghao, 73-4; 95-6: For a thorough study of the Li-Han conflicts and the mediating role of the
central government between the two groups from the period of Han to High Qing, see Anne Alice Csete, “A
Frontier Minority in the Chinese World: the Li people of Hainan Island from the Han through the High
Qing,” (Ph.D. diss., University of New York at Buffalo, 1995).
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develop the economy of Hainan. This immediately triggered a reckless land speculation
in the island, which generated tremendous discontentment among-the Li people. Many of
them were forced to sell their land to powerful Chinese investors, who had the support of
government officials. However, due to the outbreak of the war with Japan, Nanjing had
to abandon its plan for Hainan, and the incident was prevented from escalaﬁng into open
confrontation between the Lis and the GMD government.*?

The Lis are known to have participated in the Hainan Communist movement as
early as the 1920s. The initial collaboration between the Lis and the Party was forged by
a number of Li natives who became Communists while studying in Guangzhou. They
later returned home to develop Party work. In 1927, a Party branch was established in the
county of Lingshui. Its secretary was Huang Zhenshi, the son of a local Li chieftain (dong
zhu). For the sake of strengthening the Communist presence in Lingshui, Huang tried to
organise a Communist military force composed principally of Li peasants.’ He also
realised that his aspiration would not be achieved without the support of other local Li
chieftains, especially Wang Zhaoyi.

Wang came from an extremely wealthy landlord family in the Baoting district of
Lingshui. Since his father’s time, the Wang family had been charged by the government
to oversee the “Li affairs” of Baoting. Owing to this duty, Wang Zhaoyi commanded a
well-equipped Li militia force,** whose service Huang Zhenshi hoped very much to
enlist. To win Wang over to the Party, Huang Zhenshi and another Party cadre, Chen
Zhefu, arranged for Wu Juequn (Chen’s former classmate and the daughter of a pro-
Commumist Li chieftain, Wu Zhongyu) to become Wang’s concubine. The “marriage”
was said to have made Wang “enthusiastic” and “vigorous™ towards the revolution.” He

joined the Party and became the commander-in-chief of the peasant army in Lingshui,

4 Wang Xingrui, Hainandao zhi Miaoren [The Miao people in Hainan Island], (Zhuhai daxue chubanshe,
1948), 113-5.

W Zizhizhou gaikuang, 67-8.

2 Fu Heji, “Zhuanqishi beiju renwu - jindai lizu touren Wang Zhaoyi shengping huodong” [A dramatic
tragic personage - the life and activities of a modern Li chief Wang Zhaoyi], Hainan wenshi ziliao [Sources
on the culture and history of Hainan], 8 (October 1993), 150-1; Zheng Youkun, “Wosuo zhidao de lizu
touren Wang Weichang Wang Zhaoyi fuzi” [The Li chiefs whom I know as father and son - Wang
Weichang and Wang Zhaoyi}, Tongshi wenshi [The culture and history of Tongshi], 3 (April 1993), 19, 25.
# Fu Heji, 152; Zheng Youkun, 26; Hu Xuezhi and Zhang Yunhuang, “Huang Zhenshi,” in Qiongya
yingliezhuan [Biographies of the heroic martyrs in Hainan], v. 1, ed. by Zhonggong Hainan shengwei
dangshi yanjiushi and Hainansheng minzhengting, (Hainan renmin chubanshe, 1989), 142-3; Zhonggong
Lingshui xianwei dangshi bangongshi, “Lingshui qiyi he Qiongya diyige suwei’ai zhengquan” [The uprising
of Lingshui and the first soviet type of political entity in Hainan] in Qiongya diyige suwei'ai zhengquan
[The first soviet type of political entity in Hainan}, ed. by Zhonggong Lingshui xianwei dangshi bangongshi,
(internal publication, 1987), 13.




37

which comprised mainly the militia men of the local Li chiefiains. In late 1927, Wang
captured the county seat of Lingshui and helped the Party establish its first county-level
soviet base in Hainan.**

Wang Zhaoyi’s loyalty to the Party faded soon, however. In February 1928, the
Hainan Party ordered Wang to invade Yaxian as a way to consolidate the Communists’
presence in southern Hainan. Wang refused to take up the task on the excuse of ill-health.
In fact, by that time, he had already defected to the GMD and had made a secret deal with’
the magistrate of Yaxian, Wang Mingya. Although the Party had no knowledge about
that, it nevertheless sensed that Wang Zhaoyi was politically wavering. Some Party
leaders, therefore, intended to depose him as the commander of the Lingshui peasant army
but refrained from taking hasty action for the fear of alarming Wang.*

Meanwhile, the Party proceeded with the campaign to conquer Yaxian.
Unfortunately, without the backup of Wang Zhaoyi’s personal force, they suffered a bitter
defeat. In March, on their way back to Lingshui, the Communist army fell into thé trap of
Wang Zhaoyi. He tricked the Communist commanders away from their troops and had
them murdered. The soldiers left behind were either imprisoned or executed. A few days
later, taking advantage of the main Communist peasant army’s move north from Lingshui
to defend the Lehui Soviet against GMD attack, Wangs’ two forces occupied the town of
Lingshui and dissolved the soviet government.*® Wang Zhaoyi was later appointed
magistrate of Lingshui by the GMD government.

The reason Wang betrayed the Party is open to debate. Communist sources say
that it was because he was not appointed chairman to the Lingshui Soviet Government.*’
To a certain extent, this explanation holds to the truth. Given Wang’s contribution to the
Communists’ conquest of Lingshui, his expectation of being rewarded a key post in the
newly-established soviet was understandable. Equally strong was Wang’s immense
dissatisfaction when he knew that the Party had no intention of giving him what he
wanted. One plausible reason the Party treated Wang in such a way was his background.
In early 1928, the Guangdong Provincial Committee had been pressing hard on the

Hainan Special Committee for a militant line against the landlord class (see below). It

078, 29.

% “7honggong Guangdong shengwei zhi Qiongya tewei xin” [Letter from the Guangdong Provincial
Committee to the Hainan Special Committee] (26 April 1928), GGLWH, v. 9, 385.

% 1i Liming, 69; QZS, 35-36.

7 Fu Heji, 154; Li Liming, 69; Chen Yunming and Xing San, “Wang Zhaoyi,” Baoting wenshi [The culture
and history of Baoting] 4 (July 1989), 65.
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would be a great embarrassment for the Hainan Communists if they installed at this
moment a wealthy landlord, such as Wang Zhaoyi, to the chairmanship of the Lingshui
Soviet. Another plausible reason was that the Party leaders despised Wang as an
opportunist who was merely using the revolution for personal gain, for he was found
seizing inhabitants’ possessions without the Party’s consent after the occupation of the

town of Lingshui.*®

Therefore, in addition to harsh reproaches, they deprived Wang of
any major position in the soviet.

A noteworthy point is that Wang Zhaoyi was not the only Li who was dissatisfied
with the Party. According to a study by two Chinese historians, many Li chieftains in
Lingshui, who initially sided with the Communists and contributed their men to the
peasant army, shared a similar discontent. The reason was that few of them were assigned
to senior posts either in the soviet government or in Party organisations, even though they
were instrumental in instating Communist rule in Lingshui. Whether such an arrangement
implied any racial discrimination is difficult to tell, but it certainly aroused the Lis’
traditional suspicion of the Han Chinese. Instinctively, the Lis perceived their
underrepresentation in the decision-making bodies as evidence of distrust and
disparagement. Their loyalty to the Party was quickly undermined, and this ultimately
accounted for the swift downfall of the Lingshui soviet base.** This argument looks
persuasive, especially in light of the same insensitivity towards the ethnic tension by the
Party in Guangxi. In that parallel case, the Party entrusted all the key posts in the Right
River Soviet to the Han cadres even though the peasant movement led by the local
Zhuang leaders had laid the indispensable groundwork for the establishment of the soviet
in the late 1920s.°° From this point of view, Wang’s betrayal of the Party could be
another example of the Communists’ ineptitude in handling ethnic relations within the

revolution.

c¢. Conflicts over the Pursuit of the Revolution
Apart from the ethnic problem, the Hainan Communist movement was also
characterised by constant disputes between the two levels of Party leadership in

Guangdong and in Hainan. While this kind of intra-Party conflict was rather common in

“ Fu Heji, ibid.

* Chen Jingci and Huang Mingzhao, “Qianxi Lingshui qiyi shoucuo de yuanyin” [A preliminary analysis of
the reasons for the defeat of the Lingshui Uprising) in Qiongya diyige suwei'ai zhengquan, 124-5.

5% Diana Lary, “Communism and Ethnic Revolt: Some Notes on the Chuang Peasant Movement in Kwangsi
1921-31,” The China Quarterly, no, 49 (January/March 1972), 131.
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the history of the CCP, the case of Hainan seemed particularly bad. From the very
beginning, the island’s geographical separation from the mainland had given the Hainan
local cadres a legitimate and convenient justification to argue for a different approach to
the revolution from that pursued in the rest of Guangdong. The situation was aggravated
by communication backwardness.’! More often than not, when problems arose
concerning the revolution, the Hainan Communists had to rely on their own judgement
rather than wait for instructions from above. Gradually, the Hainan Party developed an
independent spirit which, although enabling the Communist revolution to sink roots in the
local society, eroded the grip of the Guangdong provincial leadership over their Hainan
subordinates.

One issue which strained the relation between the Hainan cadres and their
mainland superiors in the late 1920s was whether the local revolution should set its top
priority on the capturing of Haikou-Fucheng. Communist historians ciaim that the
Guangdong Provincial Committee, plagued by Qu Qiubai’s “leftist putschism,” insisted
on doing so. To the Guangdong Party leaders, the seizure of Haikou-Fucheng was
perceived as the key to the control of the whole island, and they thus compelled the
Hainan cadres to accomplish the task as soon as possible.*

To the Hainan Communists, the goal set by the Guangdong Provincial Committee
sounded too idealistic. The reason was because the two cities, Haikou and Fucheng, were
not only garrisoned by the GMD army but were also surrounded by plenty of militia
forces, which were either pro-GMD or hostile to the Communists. The peasant army
which the Party relied upon was, by and large, small in size, ill-trained and short of
ammunition. Realising their own weaknesses, Wang Wenming and the Hainan Special
Committee turned their attention to southern Hainan where the power of the GMD and the
“reactionaries” was weaker. It was their intention that when the Communists’ position in
the south was consolidated, they would return north to take over Haikou-Fucheng.”® In

some way, this insurrection strategy corresponded to “the encircling of the cities by

3! Before radio link was established, communication between the Hainan Party and the Provincial
Committee in Hong Kong was maintained by courier - a system which often took one month for a piece of
information to be transmitted. Cf. “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei fu Qiongya tewei xin” [Letter from
the Guangdong Provincial Committee to the Hainan Special Committee] (20 January 1928), GGLWH, v. 8,
121-2.

2 078, 11, 30; Zhonggong Hainan shengwei dangshi yanjiushi comp., Hongqi budao - Zhonggong
Qiongya difangshi [The red flag that does not fall - a local history of the Chinese Communist Party in
Hainan], (Beijing: Zhonggong dangshi chubenshe, 1995), 103-8, 119-26, (Mereafter cited as Honggi
budao).

53 Li Liming, 67; “Zhonggong Qiongya tewei baogao” [Report of the Hainan Special Committee] (27
December 1927), GGLWH, v. 23, 5.
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villages” later claimed to have been devised by Mao Zedong. At that time, however, it
was denounced by the Guangdong Provincial Committee as an expression of “defeatism.”

Another major issue of dispute was land reform. Incited by the apparent success
of Peng Pai’s agrarian revolution in Hai-lu-feng,>* the Guangdong Party maintained in
Jate 1927 that a radical land reform would best cultivate peasant activism.”® Under the
slogan “land to the tillers,” Party cadres everywhere in the province were instructed to
confiscate relentlessly the properties of landlords and other “anti-revolutionaries.” In
January of 1928, the Provincial Committee further commanded the Hainan Party to
deepen its agrarian revolution by exterminating all feudalistic forces in the soviet bases.
This would include the massacre of all wealthy landlord-gentry, whether they were “local
bullies and evil gentry” or not.>®

Contrary to their comrades in Hai-lu-feng, the Hainan Communists were more
aware of their fragile presence in the countryside. They, therefore, opted for a more
conciliatory stance in pursuing their agrarian reform. The “Temporary Resolutions on the
Land Question,” passed by the Lehui Soviet in January 1928, exhibited many similarities
with the moderate land redistribution later implemented in the East River Base Area in
1929. Notably, both stipulated that afier a landlord’s land was confiscated, he and his
family would be allotted a small piece of (poor) land to support their living.>” There was
no massive slanghter of landlords. Only those who were classified as “local bullies and
evil gentry” would be executed publicly as a lesson to others.”® On the whole, the land
reform in Hainan was confined to attacking the wealthy and despotic landlords. The
cooperation of the “progressive gentry” and small landlords was consciously sought. In

Lingshui and Lehui, some of them were even assigned to minor responsibilities in the

** Cf. Shinkichi Eto, “Hai-lu-feng (Part 11),” 156-60, 168-9, 174-6; Robert B. Marks, 234-62.

%3 The radical nature of this land reform was later rectified by the Guangdong Provincial Committee in its
Second Extended Meeting convened in November 1928. See “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei dierci
kangda huiyi guanyu nongcun gongzuo jueyi’an” (November 1928), 137-44.

% «7Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei fu Qiongya tewei xin” (20 January 1928), 115-6.

37 For an overview of the land reform programme in Hainan during this period, see Wang Liqi, Xing Yisen
and Wu Li, Qiongya geming genjudi de jingji douzheng {The economic struggle of the Hainan
Revolutionary Base Area], (Hainan renmin chubanshe, 1989), 37-40.

%% In the Lingshui Soviet, for example, only two “evil gentry” were reported to have been executed. That
case was regarded by the Provincial Committee as a “joke” and as evidence of the Hainan Party’s toleration
of the feudal powers. “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei fu Qiongya tewei xin” (20 January 1928), 113-7;
see also Li Liming, 65; “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei zhi Zhongyang baogao” [Report from
Guangdong Provincial Committee to the Party Centre] (18 November 1927) in Guangdongqu dangtuan
yanjiu shiliao (GDTYS) [Research materials on the history of the Party and League in the Guangdong
Region] (1927-1934), comps., Guangdongsheng dang’anguan and Zhonggong Guangdong shenwei dangshi
yanjiu weiyuanhui bangongshi, (Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1986), 49.
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soviet governments, an arrangement which was criticised by the provincial leadership as
condoning feudalistic forces.

Evidently, the Guangdong Provincial Committee found the insubordination of the
Hainan Party intolerable. After several harsh reproaches and criticisms, they still failed to
bring the Hainan Communists into line with their policy. They, therefore, decided to
reorganise the Hainan Special Committee. In June 1928, a non-Hainanese cadre Huang
Xuezeng was sent to replace Wang Wenming as the Committee’s secretary.>

At this juncture, when the two levels of the Party leadership were preoccupying
themselves with internal disputes, the GMD launched the “bandit-suppression campaign”
under the charge of one of its most capable military officers, General Cai Tingkai. Cai
managed to crush the small Communist bases in the northeastern and northwestern parts
of the island within a short time. Then, in June 1928, he began “encircling” the soviet
base in Lehui. As a result, under the GMD military pressure, the Lehui base shrank
rapidly. At the end of that year, it was on the brink of collapse.

In spite of the imminent threat of annihilation, Huang Xuezeng still insisted on a
dogmatic application of the “city-centred” approach laid down by the Provincial
Committee. He relocated the headquarters of the Hainan Special Committee to the
Haikou-Fucheng area with the hope of strengthening labour movement in cities.
Believing that such an endeavour would put an end to the Hainan revolution, Wang
Wenming defied Party order. He, with a few hundred followers, withdrew from the Lehui
Soviet and built a new base in the Murui Mountain.** Soon, thereafter, in July 1929, the
Hainan Special Committee in Haikou was smashed by the GMD military police. Huang-
Xuezeng and some other senior cadres were arrested and executed. Consequently, the
destruction of the local leadership threw the Hainan Party into profound confusion. It was
eventually rescued from this chaotic situation by the timely and decisive efforts of Feng

Baiju.

%% 1i Liming, 60; OZS, 37-8; “Huang Xuezeng ji shengwei de baogao” [A report from Huang Xuezeng to
the Provincial Committee]} (16 July 1928), in Qiongya geming genjudi caizheng shuishou shiliao xuanbian
(QGGCSSX) [Selected historical materials on the economy and taxation of the Hainan Revolutionary Base
Area] v. 3, comps. Hainan caizheng shuishoushi lingdaoxiaozu bangongshi and Hainan dang’anguan,
(Haikou: Hainan renmin chubanshe, 1988), 2, 5; Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei zuzhibu, Zhonggong
Guangdong shengwei dangshi bangongshi, and Guangdongsheng dang’anguan, Zhongguo gongchandang
Guangdongsheng zuzhishi ziliao [Materials on the history of the CCP Guangdong Provincial
Organisations], (Beijing: Zhonggong dangshi chubanshe, 1994), 149. (Hereafter cited as Zuzhishi ziliao).
_ % Chen Yongjie, “Qiongya geming genjudi douzhengshi gaishu” [A brief history of the struggle of the
Hainan Revolutionary Base Areal, Zhongshan daxue xuebao (zhexue shehuikexueban) [Journal of Sun
Yatsen University, social science edition], no.4 (1982), 36; Li Liming, 82-4; 0ZS, 38-42.
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d. The Hainan Party under Feng Baiju
Born into a middie-peasant family in Qiongshan County of Hainan, Feng
Baiju® joined the revolution in 1926 and showed himself a skilful peasant movement

. 2
organiser.®

By 1929, Feng was serving as the secretary of the Party branch in
Chengmai.®* Feng was among the first to receive the news about the decimation of the
Hainan Special Committee. Immediately, he sent messengers to other Party branches and
called for a meeting to restore the leadership. Concurrently, he himself went to the Murui
Mountain to see Wang Wenming. With Wang’s approval, he convoked a Party meeting
in mid-August 1929 in a place called Nieshandong. Presided over by Wang, who was
already severely ill, this meeting reinstated the “rural-oriented” strategy of the Hainan
Party before the ascendancy of Huang Xuezeng. A new Hainan Special Committee was
formed, and Wang was elected its secretary. However, aware of his poor health and
impressed by Feng’s prompt action to restore Party leadership, Wang suggested that Feng
take his post. Wang died in early 1931. From then on, Feng became the sole leader of the
Hainan Party and remained so for the next two decades.®*

Feng Baiju’s rise to Party leadership coincided with the diversion of the GMD’s
attention from Hainan to the mainland. In 1929, the Guangdong government was
increasingly distracted by the strife with the Guangxi Clique and Cai Tingkai’s army was
recalled from Hainan to strengthen the province’s defence. The withdrawal of the GMD
troops allowed the Hainan Communists to rehabilitate the former soviet bases in Yuehui,
Wanning and Lingshui as well as open up new guerrilla zones in Lingao and Yaxian.5
By August 1930, the Hainan Party had founded its own division of the Red Army, which
consisted of 1,300 soldiers. It also commanded the Red Detachment of Women,

composed of more than a hundred peasant women, who were entrusted with the

" ¢! Feng Baiju’s original name was Feng Yugqiu. Probably at the time when he joined the Party, Feng
changed his name to Feng Jizhou. In 1928, for reasons unknown, he dropped that name and adopted Feng
Baiju, by which he has since been called. Feng Baiju, “Guanyu wocanjia geming guocheng de lishi
gingkuang” [Concerning the history of how I joined the revolution] and Ma Baishan, “Feng Baiju zhuanliie”
[A brief biography of Feng Baiju), in Feng Baiju yanjiu shiliao (FBYS) [Research materials on Feng Baiju],
comp. by Zhonggong Hainanqu dangwei dangshi bangongshi, (Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1988) 414,
608; Donald W. Klein and Anne B. Clark, eds., Biographical Dictionary of Chinese Communism, 1921-
1965, v. 1 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971), s.v. “Feng Pai-chil.”

2 Feng Baiju, “Wode zizhuan,” [My autobiography), FBYS, 327-30; id., “Guanyu wocanjia geming,” 412;
Hu Tichun, Xu Chunhong and Wang Huanqiu, “Feng Baiju” in Zhonggong dangshi renwuzhuan, v. 5, 308-
9; Lin Keze, “Jifeng zhijingcao, zhenjin bupashao - huiyi dierci guonei geming zhanzheng shiqi de Feng
Baiju tongzhi” [Remembering Feng Baiju during the period of the Second Revolutionary War], FBYS, 542.
% Hu Tichun, et. al., ibid., 310-1, 314.

 Ibid., 315-6; Chen Yongjie, 37; OZS, 45.

5 0zs, 49-51.
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responsibility of defending the headquarters of the Red Army. During peacetime, these
women soldiers would travel to the nearby villages to disseminate Communism and
cultivate goodwill among villagers towards the Party.®®

Nevertheless, the Communist revival in Hainan was short-lived. The sequence of
events that took place in the East River Base Area duplicated itself in Hainan. First came
the Li Lisan Line in late 1930. Instigated by this “leftist” political policy, the Guangdong
Provincial Committee again instructed the Hainan Special Committee to seize Haikou-
Fucheng. Feng Baiju was said to have taken up the task very reluctantly. The military
operation brought heavy losses to the Hainan Red Army and was eventually called off by
Feng.%

After the bitter defeat in Haikou-Fucheng, the Hainan Party was struck by the
witch-hunt against AB Corps suspects, which became rampant in 1932. Allegedly, the
Anti-AB Corps Campaign was responsible for the lives of more than a thousand
innocents, including many senior and competent cadres in the Party, the soviet
governments and the Red Army. Again, the scarcity of existing information frustrates
attempts to reconstruct a satisfactory outline of this movement. Although the Anti-AB
Corps Campaign in Hainan has been portrayed as a purge by Feng Baiju of
nonconformists within the Party,ﬁg no evidence was presented to substantiate the
accusation. Whatever the true nature of the anti-AB Corps movement was, there is no
doubt that the Hainan Party as a whole suffered.

In the end, it was the GMD who gave the fatal blow to the soviet bases in Hainan.
As part of the overall “bandit-suppression” program in 1932, Chen Jitang appointed Chen
Hanguang as the Commissioner of the Hainan Pacification District and granted him 3,000
troops to wipe out the Communists.”” In addition to military measures, Chen Hanguang
reinforced the baojia system with some harsh regulations. For example, it was required
that anyone who wanted to visit his/her relatives could only go in the morning and must
return home by noon. Otherwise, he/she would be penalised for “dealing with the
Communists” (fongfeizui). Propaganda which encouraged defections within the

Communist Party was also carried out. One GMD pamphlet stated: 1) Communists who

% Ibid., 54-6.

57 1i Liming, 86-87; Hu Tichun, et. al., “Feng Baiju,” 317; OZS, 56-58.

88 Cf. Klein and Clark, eds., s.v. “Feng Pai-chii.”

% Lin Tinghua, “Nanqu sushu de ‘jiaogong’ he ‘fanggong’” [The suppression and pre-cautious measures
against the Communists’ undertaking by the southern Pacification Office] in Nantian suiyue [The Southern
Era), a symposium of Chen Jitang’s rule in Guangdong published in Guangzhou wenshi ziliao [Sources on
the culture and history of Guangzhou] v. 37 (November 1987), 364-5.
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repent and surrender to the GMD will not be killed; 2) those who do so and bring with
them their weapons will be rewarded; 3) any wholesale switching of sides of groups with
their arms will be given posts in the government according to their talents.”

Already weakened by internal disunity and defection, the Hainan Communists
could not withstand the sustained political and military pressures of the GMD. In early
1933, their headquarters in the Murui Mountain Base was besieged. Several times the
Red Army tried to break through the siege but failed, with heavy casualties. As the GMD
army tightened its blockade, Feng and the remainder, now down to twenty-six men,
withdrew further into the remote part of Murui Mountain. For the following three
months, they had to rely on nature to provide their needs.”” They finally escaped the
GMD search and went down from the Murui Mountain in April 1933.” Having lost their
base, they had to seek refuge in Feng’s home village in Qiongshan County. Feng now
found himself bearing the arduous task of rebuilding the Party organisations from scratch.
No aid from outside was available, for contacts with the Guangdong Party and the Party
Centre had already been shattered. Not until mid-1937 could Feng get in touch again with
his superiors on the mainland. Although struggling alone, Feng gradually rebuilt the Party
by recruiting new followers among the peasantry. On the eve of the Anti-Japanese War,
he commanded a small Red Army force, with sixty regular soldiers and two hundred
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III. Concluding Remarks

This chapter shows that the Communists did not disappear in Guangdong after
1927 but managed to linger on for several years more. Nevertheless, it was true that they
had little success in attaining massive peasant mobilisation. Several reasons account for
their failure, not least, the fluctuating political line of the higher level of the Party. It
generated much internal disunity among the Communists in Guangdong, which prevented
their reform programmes in the East River and Hainan soviet bases from fully capitalising

on rural misery. In Hainan, the revolution also suffered from local cadres’ insensitivity to

7 Lin Huicai, “Zai Hainan ‘jiaogong,’ ‘fuli,” ‘suijing’ de zhenxiang” [The truth concerning * Communist-
suppression,” “Li-pacification,” and “pacification” in Hainan], Nantian suiyue, 376.

" “Hongqi budao” [The red flag that did not fall), FBYS, 343-3; cf. OZS, 63-73.

™ Jiang Fengbo and Xu Zhangquan, eds., Tudi geming zhanzheng jishi [A chronicle of the Land
Revolutionary War], (Beijing: Jiefangjun chubanshe, 1989), 325.

® 078, 83; “Zhonggong Qiongya tewei gei nanwei de zonghe baogao” [Miscellaneous reports by the
Chinese Communist Hainan Special Committee to the Southern Committeel (23 Julv 1937). GGLWH. v. 40.




ethnic relations which turned traditional hatred between the Han Chinese and the Lis
against the Party. Even worse, the indiscriminate hunt for AB Corps suspects paralysed
the Party before it was destroyed by the GMD.

Undoubtedly, the Party’s prewar failure owed more to the efficiency of state
repression than to its own weakness. By and large, it was the factional struggles within
the GMD that provided an indispensable living space for the Communists. However,
these struggles in Guangdong did not last long enough for the Communists to'develop
their strength to a level which could counteract the GMD’s suppression. Also, the
Communists’ soviet bases in Guangdong suffered an extra disadvantage. Unlike their
counterparts elsewhere, the bases in Guangdong were not located in the border region of
two or more provinces and thus could not benefit from the resulting administrative
confusion for survival.” Once Chen J itang’s dominance over Guangdong was achieved,
the days of the Communists were numbered. As has been shown, the weak Communist
bases could not stand up to the intense and systematic repression from the state. Unless
state repression were removed or effectively reduced, the Communists in Guangdong
would have little hope of achieving their revolution.

It is important to ask whether the pfewar Communism in Guangdong had any
bearing on the later development of the wartime period. Chan Lau Kit-ching believes that
“by 1936 there was virtually nothing significant left of Communism in Guangdong”
because the Communists had disappeared virtually from the province and the wartime
Communism there had to be “rebuilt almost from scratch.””> This view, however, is
superficial. Hartford’s study on the Communist activities in rural Hebei successfully
rectifies the popular assumption that “nothing of any importance transpired in rural areas
of the north until the Japanese invasion in 1937.” She argues cogently that the Party’s
prewar struggle there, though it met with repeated defeats, produced “a small but not
negligible potential cadres of leaders” and a “revolutionary tradition.” Without them the
early success of the famed Jin-Cha-Ji (Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei) Border Region was far from
probable.”®

In many ways, the position of the Party in Guangdong on the eve of the Anti-
Japanese War was not significantly different from that in Hebei. Years of rural struggle

had nurtured a group of dedicated activists for the Party in both the East River region and

™ Cf. Roy Zhofheinz, Jr., The Broken Wave, 276.
> Chan, From Nothing to Nothing, 201.
’® Hartford, “Fits and Starts,” 144, 168.




46

Hainan under the leadership of Gu Dacun and Feng Baiju respectively. Despite being
small in numbers, their commitment to the Communist cause had been tested, and their
knowledge of the local environment was beyond doubt. As will be argued in the next
chapter, the reason why this revolutionary legacy in Guangdong failed to bring about such,
dramatic results as in the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region cannot be attributed solely to the
Party’s inferiority in numerical strength. It was also related to the different political-

military developments of the two regions during the war.
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CHAPTER 2

THE PARTY ON THE EVE OF JAPANESE PRESENCE
IN GUANGDONG, 1937-1938

The armed conflict which broke out between China and Japan at the Marco Polo
Bridge in July 1937 escalated rapidly into a total war. In North China, the war with Japan
contributed immensely to the CCP’s seizure of rural power. During the initial period of
the war, the Japanese army focused on seizing major cities and communication centres.
Since their occupation removed state repression in the countryside but was slow to replace
it, the war opened up a huge power vacuum for the Communists to fill. The Communist
guerrillas, who had infiltrated into the occupied areas, were given virtually a free hand to
organise peasants under the pretext of national resistance. Simultaneously, the absence of
state control and the coming of Japanese troops provoked widespread panic among the
rural elite. They became receptive to the Party’s anti-Japanese appeals and were ready to
cooperate with the Communists in seeking social order and collective security.

However, the political development described above was absent in Guangdong.
Although its major cities had been under Japanese aerial attack from August 1937, they
were not occupied until late 1938 and early 1939. In the first year of the war, Guangdong
was the rear-front of China. Neither the GMD nor the CCP foresaw when the war would
spread to the province. While the latter believed that Japan would eventually invade
Guangdong, probably at a later stage of the war,’ the former was confident that since
South China had long been the British sphere of interest, Japan would not dare to lay
hands on it at the risk of antagonising a world power. In fact, even the Japanese
themselves could not agree on the schedule for the military operation in Guangdong until

late August of 1938.> Up till the middle of that year, the war seemed remote to many

' At first, the national Jeaders of the Party seemed to believe that Japan would invade Guangdong as well as
Fujian and Zhejiang soon. However, after the turn of 1938, they apparently revised their original forecast
and exhibited reservations about an imminent invasion of Guangdong by Japan. See “Zhongyang guanyu
nanfang ge youjiqu gongzuo fangzhende zhishi” [Party Centre’s instruction on the direction of work in the
various guerrilla areas in the south] (1 October 1937), Zhonggong Zhongyang wenjian xuanbian (ZZWX)
[Selected documents of the Chinese Communist Party Centre}, v. 11, comp. by Zhongyang dang’anguan,
(Beijing: Zhonggong Zhongyang dangxiao chubanshe, 1991), 363; cf. “Zhou Enlai tan baowei huanan” [The
discussion of Zhou Enlai on the defence of South China] (20 February 1938), GDTYS (1937-1945), v. 1, 41-
3; Ye Jianying, “Mugqian kangzhanzhong de jige wenti” [A few questions concerning the present stage of the
war] (22 May 1938), GDTYS (1937-1945), v. 1,914,

? Riben fangweiting zhanshishi comp., tran. by Tianjinshi zhengxie bianyi weiyuanhui, Riben junguozhuyi
ginhua ziliao changbian [Collected materials on Japanese militarism in China), v. 1, (Chengdu: Sichuan
renmin chubanshe, 1987), 397-9, 454.
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living in the province. The Japanese posed no imminent threat to the ruling authorities;
nor was the society or people’s livelihood disrupted to a large degree. Consequently, the
local Communist resistance had to take a path very different from that in occupied China.

This chapter examines how the Party tried to revive its movement in Guangdong
on the eve of the Japanese invasion. The discussion will centre on three main areas of the
Communists’ activities, namely, the rehabilitation of their defunct organisational
structure, the launching of the united-front policy, and the development of the Party’s
military force. It argues that, by and large, the Communists’ pursuit of these tasks was
restrained by power realities. Many difficulties that confronted the Guangdong Party
arose from the conflict between the desire to expand its influence and the need to

maintain a good relationship with the GMD government.

1. Rebuilding Party Organisation
a. The Beginning of Party Reconstruction

After the decimation of the Guangdong Provincial Committee, certain individuals
tried to revive the Communist movement by taking advantage of the widespread rage
against Japanese aggression. Under the slogan of national salvation, they established
some clandestine “peripheral organisations” in Guangzhou. Two of them, which sprang
up separately in 1935, deserves our attentions, for they later became important recruiting
grounds for the Guangdong Party.

The first one was the League of Chinese Youth (Zhongguo qingnian tongmeng;
hereafter Chinese Youth) set up by Wang Junyu, a cadre who originally worked in the
Shanghai branch of the CCP. While in Shanghai, Wang was in charge of the publication
of a bimonthly Communist magazine known as the Times ' Culture, which was distributed
secretly to many places around the country. In several major cities including Guangzhou,
readers of this magazine had gathered to form study groups to discuss current affairs. In
1935, after the Shanghai Party branch was overrun by the GMD police, Wang fled to
Guangzhou. He quickly got in touch with the local study group for the Times’ Culture
and later reorganised it into the Chinese Youth. At that time, the organisation had a

membership of around thirty.>

? Lu Chuanguang, “Zhongguo qingnian tongmeng de jianli jigi lishi zuoyong,” [The establishment and
historical functions of the League of Chinese Youth] in Guangdong dangshi yanjiu wenji (GDYW)
[Collected works on the history of the Guangdong Party), v. 2, ed. by Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei
dangshi yanjiushi, (Beijing: Zhonggong dangshi chubanshe, 1993), 361.
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The founding purpose of the Chinese Youth was not for rebuilding the Party.
According to Wang’s recollection, he felt that it was inappropriate to do so without prior
consent from higher Party authorities.! Nevertheless, he was impressed by the rising
nationalism of the Guangzhou students, who became intolerant of the Nanjing
government’s “passive non-resistance” policy towards Japanese encroachment. Believing
that these frustrated students might become valuable resources for the Party in the future,
Wang decided to prepare and equip them through the Chinese Youth. The main objective
of the Chinese Youth was to propagate Marxism-Communism among students.

Members’ activities were characterised by strict discipline and intensive study of political
ideologies. The Chinese Youth was a secret organisation, and Wang ran it just like an
underground Party cell. To avoid possible enemy infiltration, he adopted a rigidly-defined
initiation code for new members. Candidates had to go through a fixed period of
education, observation and pass an examination. In addition, each of them had to secure
recommendations from one to two old members before his or her membership could be
graunted. Due to these restrictive practices, the Chinese Youth grew slowly, numbering
less than two hundred after a year, In spite of that, the Chinese Youth produced several
well-known leaders for the Guangdong Party. They included Zeng Sheng and Wang
Zuoyao, both of whom were commanders of the later East River Column.’

Another “peripheral organisation” that appeared in 1935 was the Society for
Breakthrough and Progress (Twjinshe). The nature and objectives of this society closely
resembled those of the Chinese Youth. Its founder was a Guangdong native named He
Sijing, an intellectual who had joined the Party in 1932, During the reign of the GMD’s
“white terror,” He concealed his Communist identity by working as a professor at
Zhongshan University. At the same time, he gathered around himself a band of patriotic
students who had been attracted to the Communists’ nationalistic appeals. In October
1935, having learnt of the Party Centre’s united-front policy from the August First
Declaration,® He and one of his student leaders, Zhang Zhixin, established the Society for
Breakthrough aﬁd Progress to promote student patriotic movement. As signified by its
title, the Society aimed to unite all progressive students to break through the GMD’s

* Ibid., 360.

3 Ibid., 361, 363; Wen Zhuohua, “Zhongguo gingnian tongmeng de xingzhi jigi geming huodong,” [The
nature and the revolutionary activities of the League of Chinese Youth), GDZ, v. 6 (December 1985), 163-4.
% The August First Declaration was published by the CCP Party Centre on 1 August 1935 to declare its
intention to enter into a coalition with all patriotic forces in China, including the GMD, in fighting against
the Japanese. See ZZWX, v. 10, 518-25.




obstruction and bring the high tide of the national salvation sentiment to all parts of
China. Members of the Society had to swear allegiance to the Party and keep their
identity secret. When the Communists began rebuilding the Party in Guangdong, the
Saociety was instrumental in enlisting student followers. Most of them were coming from
the Zhongshan University, where a clandestine Party branch was planted in August 1936,
with Zhang Zhixin as the secretary.’

While some cadres stayed underground after the Guangdong Provincial
Committee was destroyed in 1934, there were a few who went north to connect with other
Party branches. By the winter of 1935, they reached the CCP’s Northern Bureau in Hebei.
Unfortunately, at that time, it had also lost touch with the Party Centre. Probably at their
urgings, the Bureau sent Xue Shangshi,® a native of Guangdong, back to lead Communist
resistance activities in his home province. However, Xue’s primary responsibility was to
organise popular anti-Japanese campaigns instead of restoring the defunct Party. During
his stay in Hong Kong in the first half of 1936, Xue spent most of his energy on founding
a national salvation organisation which.would coordinate all resistance efforts in South
China, A few months later, Xue returned to the Northern Bureau, leaving his duty in the
organisation to He Sijing, who had recently moved to Hong Kong from Guangzhou.’

When Xue arrived at the headquarters of the Northern Bureau in Tianjin, two
things had happened there. First, the Bureau had resumed their contact with the Party
Centre, which then assigned Liu Shaoqi to direct the Bureau’s affairs. Secondly, Chen
Jitang, together with the leaders of the Guangxi Clique, Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi,
staged a revolt against Chiang Kai-shek’s rule.'® Seeing that the Party might exploit the
situation to its own benefit, Liu Shaoqi sent Xue Shangshi to Guangdong again. Xue’s
mission was first to explore the possibility of any collaboration between the Party and the
southern warlords. If the latter were wavering in their anti-Chiang Kai-shek stand,

instructed Liu, then Xue should proceed immediately to rehabilitate the Party organisation

7 For the history and activities of the Society for Breakthrough and Progress, see Liu Tianxing, “Guanyu
tujinshe de gingkuang,” [About the Society for Breakthrough and Progress), GDZ, v. 6 (December 1985},
172-80; Tan Xiuzhen, “Tujinshe de jianli jiqi zhuyao huodong,” [The establishment and main activities of
the Society for Breakthrough and Progress], GDYW, v. 2, 369-77.

® Xue had many aliases; for example, Luo Gen, Kong Shangshi, Lao Kong, Lao Yang and Liang Huachang,
® Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei dangshi yanjiushi, “Yijiu sanliunian Guangdong dangzuzhi de zhongjian
he nanfang linshi gongwei chengli shimo,” [The beginning and end of rebuilding the Guangdong Party
organisation and establishing the Temporary Southern Working Committee in 1936}, GDYW, v. 2, 381.
(Hereafter cited as “Yijiu sanliunian Guangdong dangzuzhi.”)

10 This revolt is usually called the Liang Guang Incident or the Revolt of the Southwest. For details, sce
Lloyd E. Eastman, The Abortive Revolution: China under Nationalist Rule, 1927-1937, (Cambridge, Mass.
& London: Harvard University Press, 1974), 251-62.
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in southern China. To the surprise of many, Chen’s coup was so short-lived that it ended
before Xue had a chance to meet with any politicians of Guangdong or Guangxi.
Ultimately, he settled down in Hong Kong and commenced the programme of Party
reconsh:uction. Through the connections with He Sijing and Zhang Zhixin, Xue-made use
of the Society for Breakthrough and Progress for recruitment. Then, in September 1936,
- Xue established the Southern Working Committee to oversee Party activities in South
China, particularly those in Guangdong, Guangxi, Hong Kong and Macao."!

At approximately the same time when Liu despatched Xue to Hong Kong, Wang
Junyu arrived at Tianjin. With the information supplied by a former comrade in
Shanghai, Wang found the way to the headquarters of the Northern Burean. The purpose
of his trip was to establish relations with and report his work in Guangzhou to the higher
levels of the Party. Wang was said to have been received by a senior member of the
Bureau, who affirmed his achievements and suggested that he devoted himself to Party
development in Guangzhou. Wang was also told to contact Xue in Hong Kong and
subject his activities to Xue’s supervision: After Wang returned to Guangzhou, he
established the Guangzhou Working Committee and absorbed new blood for the Party
from the Chinese Youth. Moreover, another committee was set up by Wang for the
purpose of building the Party in the vi’cinity of the Guangzhou metropolis.'?

The early attempts to restore the Guangdong Party was never well-coordinated nor
carefully planned. The orders of the Northern Bureau to both Xue and Wang did not
contain any comprehensive programme on how to pursue such tasks, nor did the Bureau
prepare to take any concrete measures to monitor the progress of Party building in
Guangdong. In fact, Xue and Wang had received minimal assistance, whether in terms of
manpower or financial resources, from the Bureau. Consequently, having left Tianjin, the
two men were on their own. Even worse, soon after returning to the south, the two men
came into conflict with each other. Xue accused Wang for not submitting to the authority
of the Southern Working Committee while Wang questioned the legitimacy of the
Committee, doubting that Xue had any authorisation from the Northern Bureau for his
action. It was not clear what caused their discord, yet a penchant for personal power,

differences in work style, contrasting visions of Party expansion, lack of guidance from

""" «yijiu sanliunian Guangdong dangzuzhi,” 381-3.

2 Ibid., 382-4; Zhonggong Guangzhou shiwei dangshi yanjiushi bianzhu, Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi
[The local history of the Guangzhou Party], (Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1995), 200-1.
(Hereafter cited as Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi).
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above, and failure to demarcate precisely each person’s sphere of responsibility might all
have contributed to the break down of cooperation between the two men. Subsequently,
their personal disagreements aggravated into open clashes between the two Party
organisations under their command in Hong Kong and Guangzhou respectively. In mid-
1937, Wang travelled north to take the matter to the Northern Bureau and the Party
Centre. During his absence, Xue secretly implanted another Working Committee in

13

Guangzhou, plotting to displace the one established by Wang.”” This internal disunity

significantly retarded the recovery of the Guangdong Party.

b. Towards a Unified Party
In May 1937, the Party Centre resolved to reactivate the Party appara;cus in regions
under the GMD control. This decision brought Party rebuilding in Guangdong to a new
stage. OQutside aid, though in limited quantities, began to pour into the province. In
- September, the Party Centre despatched Zhang Wenbin,'* a senior Party member who had
been Mao Zedong’s personal secretary, to Guangdong to take charge of Party affairs.
Zhang’s immediate challenge was to settle the dispute between Xue Shangshi and
Wang Junyu. After his arrival, Zhang conducted several hearings in Hong Kong and-
Guangzhou to interrogate all senior Party cadres. Wang was not included because he had
not yet returned from Yan’an. Although Wang’s absence inhibited an understanding of
both sides of the story, Zhang’s concerns were elsewhere. In his mind, the crucial things
were the unity and discipline of the Party. While wrongdoers had to be punished, what
appeared more important to him was Party education. In November, Zhang convened a
joint meeting of the Southern Working Committee and the Guangzhou Working
Committee. At the meeting, he denounced the conflict between Xue and Wang as “a
quarrel over emotional matters” (yigi zhizheng). Both men were criticised for committing

a mistake which was of “petty bourgeois class” nature. Zhang then required the members

¥ Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi, 208-9; “Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui gei Zhongyang de
baogao” [Report from the CCP’s Southern Working Committee to the Party Centre] (1 September 1937)
and “Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui bangao” [Report from the CCP’s Southern Working
Committee] (12 December 1937), GGLWH, v. 36, 33-44, 82-4; “Wang Junyu gei Zhonggong Zhongyang de
baogao” [Report from Wang Junyu to the Party Centre] (26 May 1937), “Zhonggong Guangzhou shiwei de
baogao dagang” {An outline of the report from the Committee of Guangzhou Party] (5 October 1937), and
“Zhonggong Guangzhou shiwei dui nanwei jiesan shiwei de yijian” [Opinions concerning the dissolution of
the Committee of Guangzhou Party by the Southern Committee] (7 November 1937), GGLWH, v. 39, 14-6,
19-27, 33-41.

' For a brief biography of Zhang Wenbin, see Liu Shuxin and Ye Wenyi, “Zhang Wenbin zhuanlile,” [A
brief biography of Zhang Wenbin], GDZ, v. 7 (February 1986), 193-206.




of the two committees to undertake a series of self-criticisms for failing to submit their
personal interest to the larger good of the revolution."®

Further, to strengthen the cohesion of the Guangdong Party, Zhang reformed its
structure to rid it of administrative confusions resulting from the hitherto disorganised
efforts of Party reconstruction. First, the hierarchy of command was realigned. The
Guangzhou Working Committee’s relationship with the Northern Bureau was terminated.
It was reorganised and placed officially under the sole governance of the Southern
Working Committee. Zhang also dissolved the original Southern Working Committee
founded by Xue Shangshi and replaced it with a new one.!® The new Southern Working
Committee took orders directly from Yan’an, and, from December 1937 to October 1938,
also from the Yangzi River Bureau, which represented the Party Centre, to supervise
Communist activities in central and southern China. Secondly, Zhang clearly defined the
responsibilities of the two commiittees. As there was no longer any overlapping of duties,
Zhang forestalled future rivals for power or unnecessary competition between different
sections of the Party. Now, the Guangzhou Working Committee was to assume full
charge of Party recruitment in the metropolis. Therefore, Xue could no longer recruit
members from the city through either the Society for Breakthrough and Progress or the
Party branch in the Zhongshan University, as he did previously. (Such practice had
irritated Wang Junyu very much.'” ) Nevertheless, the Guangzhou Working Committee
had to surrender the right of establishing Party branches outside the provincial capital to
the Southern Working Committee. Finally, to better serve the purpose of Party building
in"Guangdong, Zhang, with the permission of the Yangzi River Bureau, converted the
Southern Working Committee into the Guangdong Provincial Committee in April 1938.
The Provincial Committee had an expanded membership and 2 more elaborate structure,
including several newly created task-oriented departments.'®

A Party structure without members is like a skeleton without muscles.
Membership recruitment, therefore, played a crucial role in reinvigorating the defunct

Party. According to Communist historians, both Wang and Xue had committed mistakes

'* Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi, 209-10; “Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui baogao” (12
December 1937), 83-4; Huang Zhenwei, Zhonggong Guangdong dangshi gailun [An overview of the
history of the Guangdong Communist Party], (Guangdong gaodeng jiayu chubanche, 1994), 178.

'® The new Southern Working Committee bore the same title as the old one. In Party publications, the
adjective “temporary” was added to the old Southern Working Committee to distinguish it from the new
one. However, that adjective did not appear in any original documents. -

"7 “Wang Junyu gei Zhonggong Zhongyang de baogao” (26 May 1937), 15-6.

- ¥ Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi, 209-10; “Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui baogao” (12
December 1937), 83-4; Zuzhishi ziliao, V. 1, 270-1, 273-5,
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in trying to accomplish such a job. In Wang’s case, his problem was “closed-doorism”

(guanmen zhuyi). Haunted by the experience of repeated betrayals by traitors both in

Shanghai and Guangzhou, Wang had adopted very strict procedures to select Party

members. His extreme cautiousness had successfully prevented enemy infiltration; but,

unfortunately, also had deprived many patriotic and progressive youth of the chance to

. join the Party. Xue’s error was the opposite. Perhaps hoping for quick Party growth, Xue
had paid little attention to the background and qualities of new recruits. Consequently,
Party branches were filled with “undesirable elements,” who showed neither respect for
higher authority nor interest in participating in Party life.'®

Zhang attempted to find a balance between the two extremes. On the one hand, he
exhorted cadres to make use of the united-front tactic to initiate or infiltrate into various
kinds of national salvation organisations. In this way, they could extend their webs of
personal connections and absorb more Communist sympathisers into the Party. On the
other hand, Zhang carried out a Party examination and reviewed the history of individual

- members. He discovered that some existing members had records of betraying the Party
when Guangdong was under the reign of the white terror. These people had either been
dismissed earlier by the Party or left it voluntarily and, yet, somehow managed to regain
their membership. Zhang expressed no toleration of the former traitors and had them all
expelled immediately.”® Nevertheless, it seemed that this Party review exercise was far
from being thorough, especially for Party branches outside Guangzhou and Hong Kong.
In Huiyang county, for instance, a cadre named Zhu Kuaiming had a record of betraying
the Party twice. Having been expelled once, he rejoined the Party and emerged. as the
Party secretary of Huiyang. He was later found fleeing before the enemy when the
Japanese invaded Huiyang in late 1938.'

Certainly, to elevate the overall qualities of the Party members, suitable training
must be provided. However, a serious problem that hindered the rehabilitation of the
Guangdong Party was the shortage of leaders. Although experienced cadres could be
imported from outside, as it did in late 1937 when a number of cadres were despatched to

Guangdong from Yan’an, their number was nevertheless small. In addition, these outside

'* Zhao Shude, “Kangri zhanzheng gianqgi Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei de zhongjian he dangzuzhi de
dafazhan” [The reestablishment and great development of the Chinese Communist Guangdong Provincial
Committee during the early phase of the Anti-Japanese War], GDYW, v. 3, 18-9; Wen Zhuohua, 165;
“Wang Junyu gei Zhonggong Zhongyang de baogao” (26 May 1937), 15-6.

20 Zhao Shude, ibid., 14-5, 19.

2 “Guangdong gongzuo baogao” [A report on the work in Guangdong] (29 January 1939), GGLWH, v. 36,
347,




cadres lacked local knowledge. Therefore, the creation of a competent indigenous
leadership was of the utmost urgency. However, in Guangdong, it was not possible to
carry out systematic efforts to train cadres, partly because of financial difficulties and
partly because of political constraints. Subsidies from Party Centre were small on the
whole. On the other hand, although the Second United Front had been formalty
inaugurated in the summer of 1937, politicians of the Guangdong GMD, in different
degrees, remained suspicious of the CCP. As a matter of fact, the Guangdong Party had
never been able to obtain legal recognition from the provincial government. Thus, Party
activities, including cadre training, had to be conducted covertly. Most of the training
classes were short-term and without a well-set syllabus. The numbers attending varied

from class to class, and only a few hundred cadres might have plausibly undergone the

training.?

c. Limits of Party Expansion

The above account reveals that the rebuilding of the Party in Guangdong
commenced in 1936 as a result of certain uncoordinated individual efforts. Major
development was seen only after aid and leadership became available from the Party
Centre. Undoubtedly, the tight political control in Guangdong and limited resources still
posed the greatest obstacles for rapid Party growth. On the eve of the Japanese invasion,
the Guangdong Party had a membership of over 7,000. The figure was impressive when
compared to less than a thousand a year earlier.”> However, it fell short of the
Guangdong Provincial Committee’s target that Guangdong would need a hundred
thousand Party members to guarantee the ultimate success of its resistance.*

The renewed Communist movement in Guangdong was basically an urban
phenomenon. The majority of the Party’s followers were university students, school
teachers, and young intellectuals who lived in Guangzhou and Hong Kong. Although it
was reported in August 1938 that the Party had extended its influence beyond the

2 Jin Yang, “Kangri zhanzheng chuqi Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei xunlianban qingkuang” [The
situation of training classes of the Chinese Communist Guangdong Provincial Committee during the early
phase of the Anti-Japanese War), GDZ, v. 12 (June 1988), 26-8; cf. “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei
sigeyue de gongzuo zongjie baogao” [Concluding report of the Chinese Communist Guangdong Provincial
Committee on the works of the past four months] (August 1938) and “Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei
zuzhibu baogao™ [A report of the Chinese Communist Guangdong Provincial Committee’s department of
organisation] (August 1938), GGLWH, v. 36, 214, 231-2,

¥ Zhao Shude, “Kangri zhanzheng gianqi Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei,” 20; “Zhonggong Guangdong
shengwei zuzhibu baogao” (August 1938), 238; cf. “Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui baogao” (12
December 1937), 74-5.

* «7honggong Guangdong shengwei sigeyue de gongzuo zongjie baogao” (August 1938), 216.
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vicinities of these two cities and that Party branches had been established in more than - -
half of the total ninety counties of Guangdong,” most of them were probably loosely
organised, with very low mobilisation capabilities. The only exception was Hainan,
where the local Party, rebuilt by Feng Baiju and his Red Army remnants, was known to
have consisted of about 85 percent of peasants. Unfortunately, information concerning
Party rebuilding in Hainan is scarce. It seems that by late 1938, before the reorganisation
of the Hainan guerrillas into the Independent Corps (see Chapter 5), the Hainan Party was
still operating in high secrecy and depending mainly on personal connections to expand
membership. The Hainan Communists seldom endeavoured to reach out to the masses
through united-front propaganda. In particular, their neglect of students had brought them
harsh criticisms from the provincial leadership.?®

At first glance, it is quite puzzling why the Communists’ year-long struggle in
rural Guangdong did not facilitate its initial penetration into the countryside during the
first year of the war. Perhaps the case is not hard to explain. In accordance with the
united-front agreements reached with the GMD in the autumn of 1937, the Party had
abandoned its radical land redistribution programme, its principal means of winning
peasant support in the prewar period. After the outbreak of the war, the only recourse the
‘Guangdong Communists had for popular mobilisation was nationalist appeals, which
were likely to attract adherents from cities where the educated tended to concentrate. For
the majority of the rural inhabitaunts, the Party’s anti-Japanese slogans sounded too
abstract and unrelated to their imimediate concerns. As discussed in the next section, there
was little the Party could do to alter the situation. Pressed by circumstances, the
Guangdong Party had no other choice but to adopt a very accommodating stance towards
the GMD. Its aspiration to achieve rural mobilisation was largely frustrated by its

inability to introduce any serious measures in redressing rural inequalities.

¥ «Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei zuzhibu baogao” (August 1938), 233-8; cf. “Zhonggong Guangdong
shengwei anjie gei Changjiangju de baogao” [Report from Nanjie of the Chinese Communist Guangdong
Provincial Committee to the Yangzi River Bureau] (24 May 1938), GGLWH, v. 36, 177-8.

% «7Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei zuzhibu baogao” (August 1938), 233; cf. “Zhonggong nanfang
gongzuo weiyuanhui gei Qiongya tewei zhishixin” [A letter of instructions from the CCP’s Southem
Working Committee to the Hainan Special Committee] (26 November 1937), GGLWH, v. 36, 58-9; “Ou
Zhaohan gei Zhongyang gingnianbu baogao” [Report from Ou Zhaohan to the Youth Department of the
Party Centre] (17 October 1938), GGLWH, v. 40, 29-30. ‘
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II. The Launching of the United-Front Policy
a. The United Front with the GMD

Although the Second United Front was a national policy, its actual implementation
varied from place to place. Historians have long pointed out that there were divergent
views inside the Party on how the new coalition with the GMD should be worked out.
The most notable examples were Wang Ming and Mao Zedong, who differed
fundamentally. Wang, being too eager to keep the GMD in the anti-Japanese camp, was
willing to compromise to the extent that was basically equivalent to capitulation. Mao, on
the other hand, had always been suspicious of the GMD and stressed protecting the
Party’s independence and initiative within the United Front.?’

Similar variants in regard to the practice of the United Front could also be found
in the GMD. Pravincial/regional officials cooperated with the Communists differently
according to their own concerns of wartime security and local balance of power. Their
discretion determined whether a working partnership with the CCP could function and
prescribed the nature and extent to which the Communists could mobilise the people for
the resistance war. On the whole, the Guangdong GMD was not as enthusiastic as its
northem counterparts towards the coalition with the CCP because, during the first fifteen
months or so of the war, it faced less immediate threat from the Japanese. As a result, the
Guangdong Communists had to pursue the united-front policy by exploiting more the
contradictions between the Guangdong GMD and Chiang Kai-shek’s central government.

While factional strife in the Guangdong GMD had played a decisive role in the
survival of the prewar Communist movement, it remained so during the wartime period.
After the abortive coup to overthrow Chiang Kai-shek in the summer of 1936, Chen
Jitang’s predominance in Guangdong came to an end. Because most of his military
officers secretly switched sides to Chiang, Chen had no other choice but to step down
from his offices and go into voluntary exile. Yu Hanmou, one of Chen’s former generals,
succeeded him to be the commander-in-chief of the Guangdong army. Yu never
commanded a position of power comparable to that of Chen because Chiang Kai-shek had
determined to take the opportunity of Chen’s defeat to terminate, once and for all, the
semiautonomous status of Guangdong. Thenceforth, the arm of the central government
intruded into the political arena of the province. Nanjing assigned a number of officials to

take over senior posts in the provincial as well as the Guangzhou governments. In

¥ See, for example, Gregor Benton, “The ‘Second Wang Ming Line’ (1935-38),” The China Quarterly, 61
(March 1975): 61-94.
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particular, the fiscal and party affairs were now firmly in the hands of the members-of the
CC Clique. Apart from that, Chiang’s spy corps, military police, and the Blue Shirts were
all very active in Guangzhou, Even in the army, Yu was watched over by members of the
xingying, an administrative unit which represented Chiang in coordinating regional
military affairs.”®

This expansion of central control worried Yu Hanmou. His loyalty to Chiang was,
indeed, based on calculated mutual gains. Fearing that central government’s continual
encroachment would ultimately reduce him to a mere figure head of Guangdong, Yu was
anxious to seek allies to strengthen his position. A cooperation with the CCP seemed to
serve such a purpose best. However, Yu’s attitude towards the Communists was cautious
and ambiguous. He understood well that Chiang distrusted the Guangdorig military men.
If he exhibited an unreserved support for the CCP, he would likely anger Chiang and his
agents. The result could be disastrous, hastening his downfall as a regional ruler.
Therefore, he must be skilful in keeping the powers of the central authorities and the-
Communists in good balance to maximise his own advantage. Moreover, Yu’s concern
went beyond the boundary of domestic politics. Since Guangdong was under the
influence of the western powers; the British in Hong Kong and the French in Guangzhou
Bay and in Hainan, lifting all restrictive measures on.the Communists’ activities might
create international repercussions. These, in turn, would invite intervention from the
central government. This caution explains why he refused to give legal recognition to the
Party even after the outbreak of the war with Japan. To the Communists, Yu was
politically wavering and yet a powerful and “enlightened” ally whom they could not
afford to neglect.”

Yu was not the only one who was interested in the Communists. In fact, internal
rivalries occurred among the agents of the central government in Guangdong. Factions
such as the CC Clique and the Political Learning Clique (Zhengxuexi) also exploited the
United Front with the CCP to assert their supremacy over the others. Nevertheless, their

attitudes towards the Communists were constantly fluctuating, depending on whether or

% «zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui baogao” (12 December 1937), 68; “Guangdong de qingkuang”
[The situation of Guangdong] (1938), GGLWH, v. 36, 267-8; “Wang Junyu gei Zhonggong Zhongyang de
baogao” (26 May 1937), 3.

¥ «Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui baogao” (12 December 1937), 68; “Zhang Wenbin guanyu
Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” [Miscellaneous reports by Zhang Wenbin on the work in
Guangdong] (1938), GGLWH, v. 36, 300-1; Zhan Xiaocen, “Kangzhan chugi wozai Guangzhou de jianwen”
[What I saw and heard in Guangzhou during the early phase of the resistance war], GWZ, v. 50 (February
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not a collaborative relationship would deem beneficial in a particular case at hand. The
true “die-hards™° were the Blue Shirts or the Revival Society (Fuxingshe) led by Chen
Zongzhou and Fang Shaoyun. This group was extremely hostile to the Communists and
was a staunch supporter of the GMD one-party dictatorship. As the strongest among all
the forces representing the central authorities, the Revival Society troubled Yu the most.”!
It was also the Party’s principal target of struggle within the unity of the United Front.

A major public manifestation of the GMD-CCP coalition in Guangdong was the
establishment of the Eighth Route Army Office in the provincial capital. Complying with
the agreements between the two parties, Chiang Kai-shek allowed the Communists to set
up liaison offices in several cities of the country to solicit aid for the Eighth Route Army.
The negotiation for establishing one of these offices in Guangzhou began in November
1937 when Zhang Yunyi was despatched by the Party Centre to discuss the issue with Yu
Hanmou. After Yu’s consent was secured, the office, directed by Yun Guangying, started
to operate in January of the next year.

Strictly speaking, the Eighth- Route Army Office represented the CCP Party Centre
only, but its legal status proved to be a valuable vehicle for the Guangdong Party, which

. was still illegal, to carry out its united-front work with the GMD government. For
example, it was through this office that Guangdong Communists conducted their
negotiations with the GMD. Yun, in particular, secured from Yu Hanmou the release of a
number of political prisoners who were either former cadres or Communist sympathisers.
Again, through the office, the Guangdong Party was able to implant several hundred of its
members and progressive elements in the political work corps of Yu Hanmou’s army.>
Furthermore, from time to time, the office arranged high-ranking Party leaders to visit
Guangzhou and propagate for the United Front. For instance, in May 1938, Ye Jianying

*® During the Anti-Japanese War, the Communists used this term in two senses. It refers either specifically
to the right wing of the GMD or more generally to anyone who were staunchly anti-Communist.

! “Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 297-9; Zhonggong Guangzhou
difangshi, 213-4.

32 Yun Guangying, “Kangri zhanzheng baofa qianhou wodang zai Guangdong kaizhan gongzuo de huiyi”
[The recollections of the development of the Party’s work in Guangdong before and after the outbreak of the
Anti-Japanese War], GWZ, v. 28 (1980), 7; Zhonggong Guangdong shengwei dangshi ziliao zhengji
weiyuanhui, “Balujun zhu Yue banshichu” [The Eighth Route Army Office in Guangdong] in Zhonggong
dangshi ziliao zhuanti yanjiuji - kangri zhanzheng shigi [Collection-of historical materials on special topics
of the history of Chinese Communist Party - the Anti-Japanese War period], v. 2, ed. by Zhonggong
Zhongyang dangshi ziliao zhengji weiyuanhui zhengji yanjiushi, (Beijing: Zhonggong dangshi ziliao
chubanshe, 1989), 148-50. (Hereafter cited as “Balujun zhu Yue banshichu™).
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was invited to deliver a public speech at Zhongshan University. Ye was said to have been -
warmly welcomed by the senior officials of the Guangdong government.>

Another expression of the GMD’s support for the United Front was the permission
to publish two Communist-sponsored newspapers in Guangzhou. The first one was the
Salvation Daily (Jiuwang ribao), which was originally run by a group of famous left-wing
intellectuals in Shanghai. After the Chinese territory of the city had fallen to Japan, the
newspaper was relocated to Guangzhou and was back in publication on New Year’s day
of 1938. The director of the Salvation Daily was Guo Moruo, and the editor-in-chief was
Xia Yan. According to Communist historians, the administration of the newspaper was
monitored by the Guangzhou Eighth Route Army Office.** When Guo Moruo first spoke
to Yu Hanmou of his intention to republish the Salvation Daily in Guangzhou, Yu
responded favourably by offering a subsidy of two thousand yuan. A number of senior
GMD officials, including Zhan Xiaocen, the secretary of the Guangdong GMD, and Li
Xihuan, head of the Guangdong army’s political division, became consultants of the
newspaper.” In April 1938, another newspaper, the New China Daily (Xinhua ribao),
established a branch in Guangzhou and began distribution. It contained mainly
‘Communist propaganda and news concerning the Eighth-Route and the New Fourth
armies. The Salvation Daily and the New China Daily were the two main propaganda
tools that the Communists in Guangdong could use for preaching the anti-Japanese cause
to a wider audience. Together, their average sale volume reached several thousand a day,
with the majority of their readership coming from the educated class.>®

In a very limited number of cases, the Party was able to win support from
prominent GMD officials through the united-front appeals. An outstanding example was
Zhan Xiaocen, who had been dissatisfied with the increasing “bureaucratisation” of the
GMD. Several times he urged his superiors to carry out reforms and remove restrictions
on popular mobilisation but received no support from them. Perhaps out of great
disappointment with the GMD, Zhan became very sympathetic to the Communists. In
August 1938, he published a periodical known as the Foice of Salvation (Jiuwang

¥ Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi, 212-13; Huang Jianxin, “Kangzhan chuqi Zhonggong Guangdong
shengwei de tongyi zhanxian gongzuo” [The united-front work of the Chinese Communist Guangdong
Provincial Committee during the early phase of the resistance war], GDZ, v.14 (December 1988), 201.

** Huang Jianxin, ibid.; Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi, 212.

% Huang Jianxin, ibid.

* Huang Jianxin, ibid.; Xia Yan, “Huiyi Jiuwang ribao (Guangzhouban)” [Remembering the Salvation
Daily (the Guangzhou version)] in Guangdong geming baokan [Revolutionary newspapers and magazines
in Guangdong], v. 1, ed. by Zhonggong Guangdongsheng dangshi ziliao zhengji weiyuanhui, Guangdong
xinwen xuehui, and Guangzhoushi xinwen xuehui, (internal publication, 1987), 127.
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husheng) and established an organisation with the same name.”” The Voice of Salvation
was the first and probably the onty GMD-related wartime publication which was devoted
to the promotion of the United Front. Zhan himself had contributed articles to it calling
for a more intimate partnership between the government and the Communists.*®
Evidently, Zhan was in the minority in the Guangdong GMD, because his words and
deeds made him suspect to his party fellows as working secretly for the CCP. Zhan’s
outspoken sympathy for the Communists brought him to clash with other senior GMD
officials, including Yu Hanmou. He was arrested by the government in February 1938 for
not being subservient to his superiors but was released a few months later.*

When seeking a cooperation with the GMD, the Guangdong Communists realised
that it had very scanty resources at their disposal. The Party had just rehabilitated its
organisation and was far from being an influential political force. It commanded no
sizeable guerrilla armies like those in North and Central China. What it could rely upon
were patriotic appeals and public opinions. However, these things were intangible, as the
Party leaders well knew it. Seeing no other alternative, their united-front policy
emphasised cultivating the goodwill of the GMD. It was claimed that during the first year
of the war, Guangdong had been hailed as “a model of the United Front.”*° This
statement actually tells us less about the peaceful relationship between the GMD and the
CCP than the highly accommodating stance of the local Communists. In both open
publications and internal Party documents, repeated efforts were made to curb excessive
and harsh criticisms of the government. Even one-sided praise of the Communists’
achievements was criticised as-disregarding the united-front principle of mutual respect.
In an article published in the Salvation Daily, Liao Chengzhi, head of the Eighth Route
Army Office in Hong Kong, (see below) reminded the leftist writers that the GMD
armies, just as the Eighth Route Army, had contributed greatly to the resistance war and
should also deserve their praises. He especially denounced the previous practice of some
who made jokes of the defeat of a GMD army, for whoever in the resistance camp was

defeated, Liao asserted, it was ultimately the Chinese people who suffered.*!

*7 Huang Jianxin, 203-4.

%8 See, for example, Zhan Xiaocen, “Liji kaifang yanlun chuban jihui jieshe ziyou” [Allow immediately for
freedom of speech, publication, meeting and formation of associations] (21 November 1937), GGLWH, v.
39, 139-41.

¥ Zhan Xiaocen,“Kangzhan chugi wozai Guangzhou de jianwen,” 5-6; “Guangdong de qingkuang” (1938),
269, 272; “Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 329.

* Huang Jianxin, 195; Zhan Xiaocen, “Kangzhan chuqi wozai Guangzhou de jianwen,” 5.

' Liao Chengzhi, “Yiqie fucongyu kangzhan” [Everything subordinated to the resistance war] (3 February
1938), GGLWH, v. 39; 266-7; cf. “Wenjie gei Zhonggong Zhongyang Changjiangju baogao” [A report by
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In spite of the Party’s conscious efforts to avoid “friction” with its supposed ally,
anti-Communist incidents did happen occasionally. For instance, in January 1938, the
Zhongshan Daily published a series of articles written by right-wing writers. They
professed to have disclosed the conspiracy of the CCP and advocated publicly that China
would always have only “one government - the central government, one leader - Chiang
Kai-shek, and one ideology - the Three People’s Principles.” These articles had met with
hostile response from the left-wing writers and triggered a series of heated debates
between intellectuals coming from both camps. At last, for the sake of unity, the Party
had to affirm publicly and through meetings with the government officials that it would
fully support the GMD in the war against Japan. Simultaneously, it asked the left-wing
intellectuals to exercise self-control and explained to them that any violent polemics
would not help but endanger the United Front. Another incident took place in late
August of the same year, when the GMD in Guangzhou, following the example in
Wuhan, shut down the local printing office of the New China Daily. In response, the
Party held a media conference at which Liao Chengzhi defended eloquently against
accusations that the New China Daily had been plotting to undermine the United Front by
defaming the GMD government. Eventually, the mobilisation of mass pressure won and
the GMD allowed the New China Daily to resume its distribution.*?

Communist historians claim that the Guangdong Party had been successful in
overcoming “frictions” with the GMD government. To a certain extent, this was true
because the anti-Communist current did subside for the time being. However, from
another perspective, the Party’s constant resort to accommodation, persuasion and
education revealed its weaknesses and the fragility of the United Front. The dependence
on the goodwill of the suspicious GMD government for war mobilisation had severely
crippled the Party’s ability to increase its popularity and power. This was reflected even

more plainly in the social dimension of the Party’s united-front policy.

Wenjie to the Chinese Communist Yangzi River Bureau] (12 February 1938), GGLWH, v. 36, 110;
“Zhonggong hanwei Chaoshan fenwei gongzuo baogao” [A report on the work of the Chaoshan Divisional
Commiittee of the Chinese Communist Hanjiang Committee] (17 February 1938), GGLWH, v. 43, 77-8.

* Huang Jianxin, 218-221; Zhonggong Guangzhou difangshi, 228-31; “Wenjie gei Zhonggong Zhongyang
Changjiangju baogao” (12 February 1938), 110; “Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe
baogao™ (1938), 317-20.




b. The United Front with the Society

After the formal establishment of the Second United Front, Mao Zedong reminded
his comrades that the United Front should not be taken as simply an alliance between the
GMD and the CCP but also as a nationwide mobilisation which included all Chinese
patriots regardless of their political orientations, classes and occupations.*® This social
dimension of the United Front was important for broadening the Party’s mass basis
which, after 1927, tended to rely solely on the class support of peasantry. Nevertheless, in

- view of the political-military conditions of Guangdong, Zhang Wenbin admonished his
subordinates not to “rush to do great things.” The direction of the Party’s mass work was
not to strive for instant, large-scale mobilisation but to gradually build up its own strength
for future use. That meant the united-front work amidst the masses had to be conducted
within the boundaries drawn up by the GMD government. Cadres were ordered to
infiltrate government-sponsored national salvation organisations and obtain for
themselves a legal status in leading popular movements. All independent actions in the
Party’s name were discouraged.** The following paragraphs will survey the
Communists’ social united-front activities in Guangdong and examine the difficulties they
encountered due to their reliance on the GMD’s acquiescence for organising popular
resistance.

Because of their comparatively acute political awareness and high receptivity to
patriotic propaganda, students formed the most vital resource for the Party’s wartime
mobilisation. Compared to elsewhere, the student movement in Guangdong enjoyed one
special advantage. The war with Japan had resulted in an exodus of dislocated students
from occupied China. Especially in big cities such as Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai,
thousands of students fled south to Guangzhou for refuge. Since these students had been
radicalised by the war, they played a vanguard role in pushing the expansion of the
student movement in Guangdong.*> Many student patriotic groups began to spring up in
major cities of the province. Initially, the politicians of Guangdong perceived this rising

tide of student nationalism as an asset to increase their own influence. In varying degrees,

* Mao Zedong, “ Urgent tasks following the establishment of Kuomintang-Communist Ceoperation” (29
September 1937), Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung (SW), v. 2, (Peking: Foreign Language Press, 1965), 39.
# «Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyvanhui gei Qiongya tewei zhishixin” (26 November 1937), 57, 59;
“Zhang Wenbin guanyn Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 311-3; cf. Liang Weilin, “Lun
xinxingshi yu jiuwang gingnian de gongzuo taidu, fangshi de zhuanbian” {A discussion on the new situation
and the change in the youth’s attitude and methods to the salvation work], GGLWH, v. 36, 294-5.

** Wu Hua, “Guangdong qingnian gongzuo baogao” [A report on the youth work in Guangdong]
(November 1938), GDTYS (1937-1945), v. 1, 216.
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the different factional groups within the government took the initiative to establish a
number of student anti-Japanese organisations so as to simultaneously encourage student
movement and harness student activism for their benefit.*°

Due to this favourable development, students became the main targets of the
Communists’ social united front. Members of both the Chinese Youth and the Society for
Breakthrough and Progress were told to participate in all sorts of legal student bodies.
Party members and associates were persuaded to infiltrate government-sponsored
organisations and seize their leadership. A successful example was the Guangzhou’s
Students’ Association for Resistance and Reinforcement. Originally founded by the
GMD Guangzhou city branch, this association had been greatly despised by many
progressive intellectuals who regarded it as consisting of primarily “traitors” and “running
dogs.” It was later infiltrated by the Communists. Through their patience and hard work,
the association was said to have been completely transformed and became a major centre
of student movement in Guangzhou.*’

Although the Communists infiltrated many student associations, they were not
always successful in assuming control of them. As a result, problems arose. While
patriotic student groups proliferated without a central coordinator, they found themselves
arguing with each other over questions such as priorities of goals and mobilisation tactics.
At some point, disagreements became so great that they impeded cooperation between
these groups. To solve the problem, the Party leaders called for a struggle with “closed-
doorism™ and “sectarianism” in student work. Communist writers commenced a vigorous
propaganda programme on the need to unify the student movement. The result of this
struggle was the creation of the Young Anti-Japanese Vanguards of Guangdong in
January 1938. The Vanguards were the first youth organisation which aimed to provide
leadership for province-wide anti-Japanese mobilisation of students as well as other
young people, such as workers and farmers. It was instituted by combining eight

Communist-influenced student associations in Guangzhou. The Party understood that

4 «7hang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao™ (1938), 324; Kangxian duishi
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45), v. 1, 291-309.
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such an ambitious scheme could not be materialised without the GMD’s consent.
Therefore, it invited Zhan Xiaocen to be the official head of the Vanguards although,
secretly, the Vanguards were under the strict command of the Communists.

Once established, the Vanguards expanded rapidly, and its branches appeared in
most universities and middle schools. In 1938, there were about 10,000 Vanguards in the
entire province, growing to about 60,000 at its peak.48 Under the patriotic banner of
national salvation, these Vanguards marched to visit factories and villages to disseminate
the message of national resistance to workers and peasants. Moreover, literacy classes,
discussion sessions, dramas, plays, and choirs were employed to elevate their national
consciousness. The Vanguards claimed themselves a semi-military establishment. Their
members ostensibly received basic training in military tactics and were indoctrinated with
Marxist ideology. Undoubtedly, the Vanguards were the most influential mass
organisations that the Party commanded in wartime Guangdong. They continued to
function until 1940 when the GMD authorities suppressed the Vanguards, apparently
alarmed by their rapid growth,. Many Vanguards members eventually joined the
Communists’ guerrilla forces and carried on their fight against the Japanese invaders.*’

Apart from students, the Party also attempted to build up its power among workers
in Guangzhou. Labour unions were established for workers in ferries, printing
companies, and the oil-extraction industry. However, without exception, these unions
were small, comprising less than twenty thousand members in total. Their influence was
heavily contested by the GMD-authorised unions which were more powerful and larger in
size.’® In addition, the Party was known to have infiltrated several national salvation
societies for women, These women societies were usually sponsored by wives of
prominent GMD officials. They were useful in arousing public sympathy and soliciting
logistics for the war; but because they had no closely-knitted organisational structure, they

were incapable of large-scale mobilisation.”*

** Huang Yixiang, “Zhandou zai nanhai zhibin de Guangdong gingnian kangri xianfengdui” [The Young
Anti-Japanese Vanguards of Guangdong fighting at the coast of the South China Sea), Xueshu yanjiu
[Journal of Academic Research}, no. 3 (1981), 30. .

% 1bid., 26-34; Chen En, et. al., “Guangdong giannian kangri xianfengdui de zhandou licheng” [The course
of struggle traversed by the Young Anti-Japanese Vanguards of Guangdong), Xueshu yanjiu, no. 3 (1982),
85-93; Kangxian duishi bianxiezu, 21-48.

%% «Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 307-8.

3! Ibid., 309; cf. Wu Kunshun, “Zai Guangdong ‘fukanghui’ de zhandou suiyue” [The months and years in
the Guangdong ‘women’s resistance association’}, GDZ, v. 13 (September 1988), 108-22.
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Since Guangdong was the homeland of most Chinese living abroad, overseas
Chinese consfituted another prime target in the Communists’ social united front.*?

Before the outbreak of the Pacific War in late 1941, Hong Kong was the Party’s main
base to rally overseas support. Concurrently an international city and a traditional port of
departure for emigrants, Hong Kong facilitated the united-front work by providing
convenient communication links and established networks. Furthermore, since the
outbreak of the Anti-Japanese War, the colonial government in Hong Kong had become
more tolerant of Communist-inspired resistance activities, for Japanese aggression in
China had also threatened British commercial interests. As long as such activities would
not involve Britain in open clashes with Japan, the British were willing to assist China’s
war effort and allow the promotion of the national salvation movement in its colony.

The Communists had three major united-front outposts in Hong Kong. The first
was the Hong Kong branch of the Eighth Route Army Office. It was Zhou Enlai who
presented the Party’s request to the governor of Hong Kong via the British Ambassador to
China, General Carl. Zhou claimed that the heroic resistance of the Eighth Route and the
New Fourth armies had won not only admiration but also contributions such as funds and
material aid from the overseas Chinese. The Party therefore needed an office in Hong
Kong to handle these contributions. Zhou’s request was soon granted. However, to avoid
defying openly Britain’s neutrality in the war between China and Japan, the office had to
run behind the facade of the Yuehua company. The office began to operate in January

1938 with Liao Chengzhi and Pan Hannian as its directors.*?

The second outpost was the
China Defence League headed by Song Qingling (Madame Sun Yat-sen). The purpose of
the League was to rally support for China’s resistance, particularly money and logistic
supplies. Because of Song’s personal charisma, the League enjoyed popularity among
many famous personages both within and outside China.>* The third centre was the

Leisure Music Club (Yuxian yueshe), established in 1930 to provide entertainment for

%2 Although the term “overseas Chinese” (Huagiao) might sometimes be used in a sense which excludes the
“compatriots of Hong Kong and Macao” (Gang'ao tongbao), for the sake of clarity, I shall use it to
designate both groups in this dissertation.

% For the history and contributions of the Eighth Route Army Office in Hong Kong, see Zhonggong
Guangdong shengwei “baban” dangshichuy, “Balujun zhu Xianggang banshichu” [The Eighth Route Army
Office in Hong Kong], in Zhonggong dangshi ziliao zhuanti yanjiuji, v. 2, 156-84; cf. Kurt Werner Radtke,
China’'s Relations with Japan, 1945-83: The Role of Liao Chengzhi, (Manchester and New York:
Manchester University Press, 1990), 65.

’* For Song’s anti-Japanese activities, sce Wu Shuzhen, “Kangri zhanzheng shiqi Song Qingling zai
Guangdong de douzheng” {The Struggle of Song Qingling in Guangdong during the Anti-Japanese War
period] in Guangdong kangzhanshi yanjiu {Research in the history of the resistance war in Guangdong], ed.
by Guangdongsheng Zhonggong dangshi xuehui, (Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1987), 333-46.
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Chinese seamen in Hong Kong. In early 1936, Zeng Sheng, a student of the Zhongshan
University and a member of the Chinese Youth, went to Hong Kong and worked as a
seaman. Through arranging entertainment and benevolence functions for his fellow
seamen, Zeng came into contact with some old Communist members who had lost touch
with the Party since the late 1920s. Together, they formed a work group to coordinate
Communist activities among Chinese seamen and used the Leisure Music Club for out-
reach purposes. In 1938, the Leisure Music Club had a membership of thirty thousands.>®

The united front with overseas Chinese brought to the Party a huge amount of
money and war materials. However, prior to the fall of Guangzhou, a large portion of
these resources went to the Eighth Route and New Fourth armies instead of to the
Guangdong Communists. Nevertheless, the Party’s vigorous patriotic propaganda had
raised a general concern for the resistance war among overseas Chinese communities. In
response to the Communists’ nationalist appeals, thousands of Chinese living abroad
returned to their homeland to fight in the war. In Hong Kong, through kinship bonds, the
Party had raised several “Home-Going Service Regiments” (huixiang fuwutuan) and
mobilised over a hundred patriotic Guangdong natives to go back to their home counties
to participate in local defence. In spite of their small number, these returning natives were
very active and, in many cases, helped stimulate greater local attention for the resistance.
The number of returning natives grew tremendously after the Japanese invaded
Guangdong in late 1938, and they formed an indispensable source of recruits for the early
Communist resistance guerrillas.>®

In assessing the accomplishment of the Guangdong Party’s united-front policy
before the Japanese invasion, it is appropriate to say that conceivable progress was
confined primarily to a few urban centres. Aside from Guangzhou and Hong Kong,
Shantou was perhaps the only other place that witnessed a comparatively positive
atmosphere for the GMD-CCP cooperation. Before his transfer from Shantou in April
1938, General Li Hanyun, the military commander of local GMD army, appeared to be

53 Zeng Sheng, “Zai Xianggang congsi Haiyuan gongyun de huiyi” [Recollections of the work of the
seaman’s movement in Hong Kong], GDZ, v. 14 (December 1988), 28; cf. id., Zeng Sheng huiyilu [The
memoir of Zeng Sheng], (Beijing: Jiefangjun chubanshe, 1991), 77.

%% Huang Weici and Xu Xiaosheng, “Guangdong huagiao, gang’ao tongbao huixiang fuwutuan dui zuguo
kangzhan de gongxian” [The contributions of the Service Regiments of overseas Chinese from Guangdong
- and the compatriots of Hong Kong and Macao to the resistance war}, GDYW, v. 3, 385-86; Liu Xuan,
“Xianggang gqingnian kangri de yimian qizhi -Xianggang Huiyang gingnianhui” [A flag of the youth
resistance work in Hong Kong - Hong Kong Association of Huiyang youth}, GDZ, v. 10 (June, 1987), 58-
73; Zheng Ziming, “Haifeng jiuwang yundong de dongtai” [The situation concerning the salvation
movement in Haifeng), GGLWH, v. 41, 440-1; Zeng Sheng, “Zai Xianggang congsi haiyuan gongyun de
huiyi,” 28-29; Zeng Sheng huiyilu, 88-9.
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positive towards the United Front. A famous slogan coined by him was: “resistance
against the enemy regardless of which political parties; eliminating traitors regardless of
whether relatives or friends” (kangdi bufen dangpai, chujian wulun ginyou). In addition
to the release of a number of political prisoners, Li sanctioned the establishment of several
national salvation organisations for the youth in counties under his governance. However,
in reality, Li’s support for the United Front was only partial, and he feared any kind of
genuine mass mobilisation. While allowing student corps to follow his troops to the
villages and carry out anti-Japanese propaganda, Li strictly prohibited them to organise
villagers into any sorts of groupings. Their sole duty was to cultivate the loyalty of the
peasants to the government, and to persuade them to buy the national salvation bonds
issued by the GMD.*’

Perhaps the Party’s united-front works were least successful in the former soviet
bases, especially those of Hai-lu-feng and Hainan Island. Since the local societies had
undergone radical land revolution, class hatred was deep-rooted. With the experience of
class struggle still vivid in their minds, neither landlords nor peasants trusted each other;
and they refused to cooperate in spite of the Party’s mediation. Although many peasants
still held a good impression of the Communists, they were unwilling to commit
themselves to the Party’s new policy. Most of them had no faith in the recently installed
United Front, and they preferred to wait and see.”®

A major difficulty for the Party in preaching the anti-Japanese propaganda to
workers and peasants was that these people saw no direct connection between the war and
their livelihood. They found the Communists’ nationalistic appeals too abstract and
foreign especially because the Japanese invasion did not seem to pose a real threat to
them. The only exception was the fishermen living at the coast, who were frequently
harassed by the Japanese navy. Some of them, under Japanese coercion or bribery,
supplied them with intelligence of Guangdong’s coastal defence. The Party had realised
the urgency of organising these fishermen for self-defence. Several times it urged the
government to militarise fishermen and contemplate the possibility of launching seaborne

guerrillas. Also, it put forward a number of proposals for the improvement of their

37 «Chaoshan gongzuo baogao” [A report on the work in Chaoshan area] (1937), GGLWH, v. 43, 59-60.
3% «Zhonggong nanfang gongzuo weiyuanhui baogao” (12 December 1937), 69; “Zhang Wenbin guanyu
Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 304; “Zhonggong Qiongya tewei gei nanwei de zonghe
baogao” (23 July 1937), 13; “Zbeng Zhong zhi zichengxiong xin” {A letter from Zheng Zhong to brother
Zicheng] (December 1938), GGLWH, v. 41, 184.
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livelihood so that no more fishermen would be bribed by the enemy and become their
agents.”® Unfortunately, the GMD government paid little heed to this advice.

As far as ordinary people were concerned, economic hardship was their real
preoccupation. Some Communists in Guangdong, borrowing propaganda materials from
northeast China, tried to relate poverty to Japanese imperialism and preached that only
after the Japanese were defeated could people’s living condition be elevated.’® However,
before the Japanese invaders actually appeared in the province, most people could only
associate their hardship with exploitation by the government, capitalists and landlords. In
fact, the immediate effect of the war on the people was the heavy burden of taxation.
Moreover, due to the scarce government subsidies, a majority of government-sanctioned
self-defence programmes had to be financed by the people themselves. This added an
extra burden for those who were already living beneath the poverty line. Furthermore,
grievances resulted because the purchase of national salvation bonds supposed to be

1 Besides

voluntary but was made compulsory by many local magistrates to yield profits.
government officials, rural elite also abused the resistance efforts. In Punyu, the leaders
of a village had set up a mutual help society to stock grain for the war effort. Every
villager was required to contribute a fixed portion to it. However, after the grain was
collected, some of the leaders smuggled it outside and sold it for pmﬁt.62

With these drawbacks and dissatisfactions, it was not surprising that anti-war and
anti-government sentiments prevailed over some rural communities. Peasants in Puning
complained to the Communist propaganda teams, “All you said is about resisting the
Japanese and the final victory. Yet what benefits will the final victory bring to us? We
can’t see any now! What we do see now is this thing requires money and that thing
requires money too. We are afraid that before the Japanese have arrived, we’re already

dead!” In Shunde, they said in anger, “ Why talk about fighting against Japan? We don’t

even have enough to eat! The Japanese have not yet brought starvation to us, nor have

% See, for example, Li Fangyuan, “Zenyang dongyuan yumin wuzhuang ziji” [How to mobilise the
fishermen to militarise themselves?] (19 June 1938) and Hua Qing, “Baowei Chaoshan yu kaizhan ziweituan
puxun gengzuo” {The defence of Chaoshan and the development of general training work] (September
1938), GGLWH, v. 42, 223-31, 309; “Zhonggong Chaomei tewei zhi Zhongguo Guomindang Chaomei
gexian shidangbu xin” [A letter from the Chinese Communist Chaomei Special Committee to the Party
branches of the Guomindang in various cities of Chaomei County] (15 July 1938), GGLWH, v. 43, 123-4.
% “7honggong Puningxian gongwei shiyi yuefen gongzuo baogao” [The November report of the Chinese
Communist Puning County Working Committee] (10 December 1937), GGLWH, v. 42, 55.

¢! “Shantou de gongzuo baogae” [A report on the work in Shantou} (November 1937), GGLWH, v. 42, 13-
4; “Chaoshan gongzuo baogao” (1937), GGLWH, v. 43, 63; Yu Quan, “Punyu siqu de jiuwang gongzuo”
[National salvation work in the Fourth District of Punyu County] (25 April 1938), GGLWH, v. 41, 431-2.
2 'Yu Quan, ibid., 432.
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they enslaved us as cows and horses. But the landlords have already inflicted a lot of

sufferings on us!”

In Huilai, some peasants jeered at a speaker of national resistance,
“You people speak so eloquently because you are fed well. But we are not!” In
responding to the government’s call for organising self-defence, a group of salt makers
living at the coast replied, “We don’t know how the Japanese and the traitors will treat us
when they arrive. What we do know now is you [the government agents] are going to kill
us.” Finally, it was not uncornmon in Chaoshan area that the youth workers who
accompanied Li Hanyun’s soldiers to the villages were scolded by the peasants as the
“running dogs” of the government.®®

The Party understood that unless it could do something to improve the livelihood
of the common people, it would have no hope of arousing their interests in the anti-
Japanese cause. However, despite the Communists’ constant petitions, the GMD
authorities in Guangdong refused to introduce any major socio-economic reforms. The
Party did try to lead a few economic struggles through the legal organisations uader its
control; but, again, the efforts were confined mainly to Guangzhou. The most notable
example was the strike by the oil-extraction workers. These workers had already been
mobilised twice by the Party in response to the government’s calls for public anti-
Japanese demonstrations. Unfortunately, their patriotism won no sympathy from the
factories’ owners, who considered that the workers’ action disrupted production and
therefore deducted two-day wages from all the participants. As a result of this heavy-
handed response, the dissatisfied and enraged workers went on strike. In collaborating
with their struggle, Communist writers carried out intense propaganda to stir up public
sympathy for the workers. In the end, due to government intervention, these workers won

back their lost wages.*

Truly, the story of the oil-extraction workers represented only
one of the very tiny number of cases in which the Party was successful in improving the
labourers’ living conditions. In most circumstances, the Party restrained itself from taking

radical measures to avoid provoking the GMD government and the big capitalists.

 «Shunde shenghuo xieshi” [The realities of life in Shunde County] (27 February 1938), GGLWH, v. 41,
389; “Chaoshan gongzuo baogao” (1937), 63-4.

 «Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 320-1; Xia Fu, “Gejie yizhi
gilai yuanzhu zai ji’e xianshang de zhayou gongren” [All rise up to support the oil extraction workers who
are living on the verge of hunger] (25 December 1937) and Ba Feng, “Yonghu zhengfu kangzhan daodi -
liubai zhayouye gongyou fandui changshang tingzha de douzheng” [Support the government, Resist to the
end - the struggle of six hundred oil extraction workers against the factory owners’ decision to stop the oil
extraction process] (16 February 1938), GGLWH, v. 39, 201-4, 293-6.
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In the countryside, the Communists could do even less to relieve peasant hardship.
It was reported in one Party document that the tenants in a district of Meixian had been
mobilised to press the landlords for rent reduction.®* However, this must be an isolated
incident. In most areas, the Party relied on the GMD government to carry out rent and
interest reductions; worse yet was the fact that neither did local officials bother to enforce
nor were landlords ready to comply with these regulations. Therefore, by failing to offer
any concrete gains to the peasants, the resistance movement attracted few followers in the

rural areas, and many rural mass organisations existed in name only.

II. The Development of the Party’s Military Force

The establishment of a Communist armed force appeared late in the agenda of the
Guangdong Party, evidently because the question assumed no real urgency in the light of
the early war development. Regarding the remnants of the Red Army guerrillas in the
province, the Guangdong Party received no instruction from the Party. Centre to send them
north to join the New Fourth Army. Thus, the Guangdong Party leaders had to settle the

.matter on their own, with reference to their understanding of the Second United Front.

In early 1937, the Southern Working Committee under Xue Shangshi thought that
since the Party was going-to form a coalition with the GMD and ceased its armed
insurrection, there was no point in maintaining the guerrillas and their bases. Also, if
these guerrillas were not disbanded, their continual existence would certainly irritate the
GMD and threaten the stability of the United Front. Therefore, after the Southem
Working Committee had resumed contact with the Hainan Special Committee, the first
thing Xue ordered Feng Baiju to do was to dissolve his guerrilla force. According to
Xue's directive, the 150 or so guerrilla soldiers, apart from a few who might stay to
develop the Party work, would have to be sent home. The Party might give a small
remuneration to assist them for a living. Furthermore, all arms possessed by the guerrillas
had to be buried. Xue’s directive was said to have created great disturbances among the
guerrillas. Many of them felt abandoned by the Party and thought of withdrawing their
loyalty to the revolution. Even worse, while the Hainan guerrillas eventually submitted to
the Party’s authority and laid down their arms voluntarily, their act, far from winning the
goodwill of the government, actually encouraged the GMD police to step up their arrest of

85 “Meixian Songyuanqu gongzuo gaikuang” [Work in the Songyuan district of Mei County] (1939),
GGLWH, v. 42, 73-4.
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Communists. Consequently, intent on saving the lives of his comrades, Feng defied
Xue’s order and stopped demobilising his guerrilla force.*

At this critical moment, Zhang Yunyi arrived at Hong Kong. As a representative
of the Party Centre, Zhang’s mission was to promote greater cooperation with the GMD
officials in southern China. However, Zhang had also been charged by Yan’an with the
task of preserving the Party’s guerrilla force in the south and rectifying any excessive
accommodation to the GMD government.’’” With Zhang himself a native of Hainan, it
was no surprise to see him intervening in the decision of the Southern Working
Committee on behalf of the Hainan guerrillas. In the summer of 1937, the Southern
Working Committee admitted its error on disbanding the guerrillas. The guerrillas were
then advised to stay vigilant and “pot to hurry to go down from the mountains and expose
themselves.”®® Zhang also instructéd Feng to seek negotiations with the Hainan
government to reorganise his guerrillas into an independent anti-Japanese corps of the
GMD. This then began a protracted hegotiation between the two sides which did not
conclude until December 1938. Had Zhang continued to stay in Guangdong, he probably
would have done his best to preserve also the guerrillas force of Gu Dacun, who had
resumed contact with the Guangdong Part in early 1938. Unfortunately, by the end of
1937, Zhang Yunyi was transferred to Central China to take up a post in the New Fourth
Army. The Party affairs in Guangdong were thereafter under Zhang Wenbin’s control.

Zhang Wenbin had a different vision of building up the Party’s military strength
from Zhang Yunyi. Consistent with his tactic of extending the Party’s mass support,

Zhang Wenbin insisted that the Communists should secure for themselves an armed force

only by way of the United Front. Any ventures outside this parameter was conceived to

8¢ «Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo baogao” [A report by Zhang Wenbin on the work in
Guangdong] (7 March 1940) and “Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo baogao” [A report by Zhang
Wenbin on the work in Guangdong] (23 April 1940), GGLWH, v. 37, 80, 181-2; Hu Tichun, Xu Chunhong
and Wang Huangiu, “Feng Baiju zhuan” [A biography of Feng Baiju), Qiongdao xinghuo (QX) [The sparks
of Hainan Island], v. 3 (1981), 40; Zhonggong Hainan shengwei dangshi yanjiushi ed., Feng Baiju jiangjun
zhuan [A biography of General Feng Baijul, (Beijing: Zhonggong dangshi chubanshe, 1998), 156-8.
(Hereafter cited as Feng Baiju jiangjun zhuan).

67 Zhang Yunyi demonstrated a firm interest in defending the independence and autonomy of the
Communist armed forces within the coalition with the GMD in the Zhangpu Incident that occurred in late
1937. While he was negotiating with the GMD authorities for the release of the Communist guerrillas’
weapons seized by the government troops in Zhangpu, Zhang told the guerrillas that “they should go up the
mountains and fight if their independence was in the slightest way threatened.” Zhang’s toughness was
supposed to have made the GMD yield to the Communists’ request. See Benton, Mountain Fires, 176; cf.
“Zhongyang guanyu nanfang ge youjiqu gongzuo fangzhende zhishi” [Party Centre’s instruction on the
direction of work in the various guerrilla areas in the south] (1 October 1937), ZZWX, v. 11, 362-4.

6 “Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo baogao™ (23 April 1940), 182; Feng Baiju jiangjun zhuan,
158; QZS, 92.




be wrong and dangerous. Though in a vague manner, he criticised Zhang Yunyi’s
toughness as “leftist,” which would expose the identity of Party members to the
government and bring about losses.* Rather, Zhang Wenbin prescribed two directions in
which the Guangdong Communists should proceed to develop their military power. The
first one was through the GMD army. On the one hand, Party members and associates
were sent to attend the GMD’s military training classes. In this way, they infiltrated the
army and sought a chance to establish clandestine cells amidst the soldiers. Nevertheless,
even Zhang himself agreed that such a method was far from satisfactory because the

- GMD could easily discover these cells and suppress them.” On the other hand, the Party
tried to forge a bond with GMD army officials, who displayed sympathy to the
Communists’ anti-Japanese stance.”! One example was Mo Xiong, the army commander
in the Nanxiong County, whom the Party had won over in 1938. Mo was said to be very
supportive to Communist guerrilla warfare in northern Guangdong throughout the period
of the Anti-Japanese War.”> Nevertheless, Mo was one of the few mid-ranking officials
that the Communists succeeded in winning over. For others, their sympathy towards the
Party faded as soon as they encountered pressure from their superiors to tighten their
guard against political deviants.

The second direction that Zhang Wenbin prescribed for building up the Party’s
military strength was through the local self-defence forces. The idea of organising
province-wide anti-Japanese communal defence forces was raised in late 1937, when the
fall of Nanjing had triggered a panic in Guangdong and alerted the government to the
urgency of self-defence. In January the next year, Yu Hanmou announced the plan to
establish rural self-defence corps in the entire province to assist the army in local defence,
and a committee composed of over twenty senior GMD officials was set up to take charge

of the matter.”

¢ «Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 332.

7 Ibid., 335.

' Ibid., 335-36.

72 For details of Mo’s collaboration with the Party, see Mo Xiong, “Wo yu gongchandang hezuo de huiyi”
[My recollections on cooperation with the CCP], Guangzhou wenshi ziliao, v. 31 (March 1984), 18-38; cf.
Gu Dacun, 38-9.

¥ Mei Jia and Qiu Shi, “Kangri zhanzheng Guangdong zhanchang dashiji” [Great events of the Guangdong
battlefield in the Anti-Japanese War}, GWZ, v. 50 (February 1987), 220-1; “Geming de Guangdong
minzhong wuzhuang qilai - Yuzongsiling zai kangri ziweituan tongshuai weiyuanhui juizhi dianli zhong
yanci” [Militarising the revolutionary masses of Guangdong - Inaugural address made by the Commander-
In-Chief Yu Hanmou on the formation of the Committee for Governing anti-Japanese Self-Defence Corps],
the Jiuwang ribao [Salvation Daily] (18 January 1938),
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Indeed, local defence was not a new concept for rural Guangdong. Many large
lineages were known to have very powerful militia forces, a factor which contributed to
the long history of inter-lineage feuding in the province. However, to have these self-
defence forces serving the resistance purpose of the government, one that went beyond the
traditional parochial interests of villagers, was not a readily accepted idea. Many people
feared that the government plan was a prelude to full-scale conscription to the army. As
the Japanese troops moved inland towards Wuhan instead of heading southward, the
general panic in Guangdong subsided. Collective security then lost its momentum as a
mobilisation factor. Hundreds of zhuangding (young able-bodied males) were reported to
have escaped to Southeast Asia to evade recruitment into the government’s local defence
corps. Those who were rich hired substitutes for their sons. In addition, many people
refused to bring their own weapons when joining the corps as the government required.
They feared that their weapons would be expropriated despite Yu Hanmou’s reassurance
that the government had no intention to do so.”

Even though the GMD’s mobilisation for self-defence was so unpopular, Zhang
still saw it as a good chance for the Party to develop its military power. While assisting
the government in promoting the idea of self-defence, Party cadres were also directed to
launch “individual united-front work.” They should try to become good friends of local
officials or members of the rural self-defence committees so as to secure for the
Communists top positions in the defence corps. There is no reliable figure on the total
number of defence corps that had come under the Communists’ control by way of this
method, but the Party claimed to have achieved certain progress in counties such as
Zhongshan, Dongguan, Huiyang and Zengcheng.”

In April 1938, a proposal was put forth in a Party meeting to reorganise and
expand the guerrillas troops of Gu Dacun into a division of the New Fourth Army so that
the Party could have its own army for fighting the guerrilla war once the Japanese arrived.
However, Zhang Wenbin regarded such an idea as of secondary importance and insisted
that the Party should stick to the tactic of seizing control of local defence forces under the
concealment of the United Front.”® Actually, Zhang doubted the feasibility of building up

™ “Chaoshan gongzuo baogao” (1937), 62; Wang Jun, “Qiongya zhongzhong” [Various things about
Hainan), Jiuwang ribao [Salvation Daily}, (5 May 1938); Yu Guangying, “Wuzhuang minzhong de
zhengzhi gongzuo” [The political work on militarising the masses] (1 September 1938), GGLWH, v. 36,
251; Hua Qing, *“Baowei Chaoshan yu kaizhan ziweituan puxun gongzuo” (September 1938), 307-8.

75 “Zhang Wenbin guanyu Guangdong gongzuo de zonghe baogao” (1938), 333, 336.

76 Ibid., 336; Luo Fanqun, “Wodui kangzhan chuqi Guangdong junshi gongzuo de zairenshi” [My
reconsideration of the military work in Guangdong during the early phase of the resistance war] in
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the Communists’ military strength on the basis of the former guerrilla troops because it
would upset the harmony with the GMD. In the end, the seventeen or so guerrilla troops
of Gu were handed over to the Yangzi River Bureau, which decided to disband them. Gu
recalled that many of them got killed by the GMD and the rural elite after returning home.
Gu was allowed to work in the Provincial Committee as the head of the United Front
Work Department in early 1939, Gu himself acknowledged that the arrangement was so
ironical for a person like him, who had been a staunch fighter against the GMD for nearly
a decade. Despite his frequent pleas to develop guerrilla activities, he was ordered by
Zhang to focus on cultivating a friendly relationship with the GMD politicians. Gu soon
showed himself unfit for the new appointment and, plausibly for this reason, he was
transferred to Yan’an for re-education by late 193 9.7

In their memoirs, several cadres held Wang Ming responsible for the Guangdong
Party’s insufficient attention to the preparation of an independent armed force. Gu, in
particular, criticised that Zhang Wenbin indulged in Wang’s political line and, as a result,
became “an addict of the United Front.”’® One must be cautious in accepting these
testimonies too readily, for the Communists use the term Wang Ming Line in a very loose
manner to describe any compromising actions of the Party regardless whether they had
been inspired by Wang Ming or not. Moreover, to explain the question solely by means
of political ideology tends to oversimplify the complex reality.

From the preceding discussion, it is clear that Zhang Wenbin had demonstrated a
high sensitivity to the wartime settings of Guangdong in formulating his policy and was
never a blind follower of Wang Ming. Until October 1938, Guangdong was virtually
untouched by the war, and the political control of the GMD government remained intact.
For the weak Communists who were in close touch with the GMD authorities, there was
little choice but to adopt the more conciliatory course of struggle favoured by Wang
Ming. By showing their enthusiasm in the United Front, the Communists enjoyed certain
advantages. On the one hand, by constantly resorting to the united-front appeals, the

Party could neutralise possible attacks from the GMD government. On the other hand, by

Kangzhan chugi Zhonggong Zhongyang Changjiangju [The Chinese Communist Yangzi River Bureau in
the early phase of the resistance war], comp. by Zhonggong Hubeisheng dangshi ziliao zhengji bianyan
weiyuanhui and Zhonggong Wuhan shiwei dangshi ziliao zhengji bianyan weiyuanhui, (Hubei renmin
chubanshe, 1991), 650.

"7 Gu Dacun, 35-9.

8 Ibid., 37, 39; Luo Fanqun, 654-55; Wang Junyu, “Kangri zhanzheng shiqi Zhonggong Guangdong
dangzuzhi huodeng de lianduan huiyi” [Some recollections on the activities of the Chinese Communist
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