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Chapter 25 – Section 3

Revolutionary Chaos in China


Narrator: For the first half of the 20th century most Chinese still lived in a way that hadn’t altered for generations. Four out of five worked on the land in desperate poverty, most were in debt to landowners or moneylenders. The need to ease the rural poverty and modernize was increasingly recognized in the 1920s. President Chiang Kai-Shek reestablished a centralized government ending the turmoil between rival warlords. His nationalist party drew support from Chinese businessmen and the landowners in the countryside. Foreigners were allowed to keep their privileged hold over trade and finance, but the gulf between the lives of the middle class and the massive peasants and laborers remained as wide as ever. As China began to industrialize low wages and poor conditions increased the social divide. Some looked to China’s Communist party for a radical change that could take China out of its lethargy and end its exploitation by foreigners. Starting in Shanghai, the Communists attempted to stir up the city’s factory workers. The Communists were savagely suppressed by Chiang Kai-Shek’s forces from the late 1920s.

Those who weren’t purged were driven out of the cities and pursued across China. After the historic long march they reached the remote northwest. From the caves of Yunnan their leader Mao Zedong planned a new kind of revolution that will spring from the countryside more than the workers in the city. In a short time he said, several hundred million peasants will rise like a tornado or a tempest. The Communists and Nationalists had cooperated all be it uneasily during Japan’s invasion of China, but when the Second World War ended a full scale civil war between the two sides resumed. Mao promised the peasant’s land reform and his troops treated them well.  By the autumn of 1949, the Communists had driven the Nationalists out of all the major cities. They fled to the island of Taiwan taking the country’s gold reserves with them and Mao Zedong took over a bankrupt and devastated country.  

Mao: We Chinese should work hard. The country is poor, our people are uneducated. We must make China a modern industrialized state.

Narrator: Mao now held more power than any leader since the emperors. He promised a China that could stand on its own feet along side the other world powers.  Mao: Our cause is just and a just cause is invincible. What leads us is the Communist Party. What guides us is Marxism-Leninism.
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