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Abstract

Warlordism in early Republican China was more than political fragmentation and
intensive warfare. It involved serious efforts and breakthroughs in state-making at
the regional level. Warlords or regional forces that centralized and bureaucratized
their fiscal and governing institutions would eventually outcompete those who did
not. Geopolitical advantages and access to modern economic and financial
resources added to their competitiveness. The Guangdong-based Guomindang
force prevailed over all others precisely because of a combination of all these
factors in its state-building efforts by . Central to state-making in early
twentieth-century China, therefore, was the rise of regional fiscal-military states and
their rivals for national dominance. China joined some of the most prominent
latecomers to nation states in other parts of the modern world in their shared
bottom-up path of state-building.

Introduction

Known as the warlord period in modern Chinese history, the years
following the death of President Yuan Shikai in  witnessed the rise
and fall of political factions and military groups vying for dominance
under the Republican government in Beijing, prior to the establishment
of the Nationalist government in Nanjing as a national regime in .
The activities of individual warlords in different parts of the country
have been the subjects of many studies in the past.1 Positive signs of
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development undoubtedly emerged under the warlord regimes, such as
industrial growth, the freedom of the press, the flourishing of cultural
institutions, the introduction of parliamentary rule despite its overall
dysfunctionality, and the impressive quality of Cabinet members, as
some studies have documented.2 Nevertheless, the dominant image in
the writings on this period remains the one of extreme fragmentation
and chaos in domestic politics, recurring war and social disorder,
countless taxes on the people, and national humiliations at the hands of
foreign powers.
To explain the success or failure of the warlords, scholars have typically

emphasized the role of personal ties or factionalism, especially when
discussing the old-fashioned warlords in North China.3 Others pay
more attention to the importance of ideological propagation and party
organization when accounting for the rise of the Nationalist (or
Guomindang) forces in the southern provinces.4 But this juxtaposition

Republic, Yale University Press, New Haven; Diana Lary (), Region and Nation: The

Kwangsi Clique in Chinese Politics, –, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge;
Odoric Y. K. Wou (), Militarism in Modern China: The Career of Wu Pei-fu, –,
Dawson, Folkestone; Gavan McCormack (), Chang Tso-Lin in Northeast China, –
, Stanford University Press, Stanford; Edward McCord (), The Power of the Gun:
The Emergence of Modern Chinese Warlordism, University of California Press, Berkeley;
Ronald Suleski (), Civil Government in Warlord China: Tradition, Modernization and

Manchuria, Peter Lang, New York.
2 Lucian Pye (), Warlord Politics: Conflict and Coalition in the Modernization of Republican

China, Praeger, New York; Arthur Waldron (), From War to Nationalism: China’s
Turning Point, –, University of California Press, Berkeley.

3 See, for example, Hsi-sheng Ch’i (), Warlord Politics in China, –, Stanford
University Press, Stanford; Anderw J. Nathan (), Beijing Politics, –: Factionalism
and the Failure of Constitutionalism, University of California Press, Berkeley; Jerome Ch’en
(), The Military-Gentry Coalition: China under the Warlords, University of Toronto–York
University Joint Center on Modern East Asia, Toronto; Li Xin 李新 and Li Zongyi 李
宗一 (eds) (), Zhonghua minguo shi 中華民國史 [History of the Republic of China], series
, vol. , Zhonghua shuju, Beijing, pp. –; Lai Xinxia 來新夏, Jiao Jingyi 焦靜宜,
Mo Jianlai 莫建來, Zhang Shuyong 張樹勇, and Liu Benjun 劉本軍 (), Beiyang
junfa shi 北洋軍閥史 [A History of the Northern Warlords], Nankai daxue chubanshe,
Tianjin, pp. –. For studies that question the conventional wisdom on
decentralization and personalization in the late-Qing and early Republican periods, see
Kwang-ching Liu (), ‘The Limits of Regional Power in the Late Ch’ing Period: A
Reappraisal’, The Tsing Hua Journal of Chinese Studies, vol. , no. , pp. –; Stephen
R. MacKinnon (), ‘The Peiyang Army, Yuan Shih-k’ai, and the Origins of Modern
Chinese Warlordism’, Journal of Asian Studies, vol. , no. , pp. –.

4 See, for example, C. Martin Wilbur (), ‘Military Separatism and the Process of
Reunification under the Nationalist Regime, –’, in Ping-ti Ho and Tang Tsou
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between the northern and southern forces should be taken with caution.
As it turns out, some of warlord leaders or regimes in North China
displayed a clear nationalist stance when handling foreign conflicts for
the sake of national interests or their personal fame.5 By contrast, Sun
Yat-sen, as the early leader of the Guomindang, actually went further
than the northern warlords in seeking support from Japan at the cost of
China’s sovereignty regardless of his anti-imperialist rhetoric, and his
successor, Chiang Kai-shek, was equally dependent on old-styled,
private relations in building his leadership and personal control of the
Nationalist state.6

Instead of discussing factionalism, ideology, or war efforts, this article
focuses on an analysis of geopolitical and fiscal factors that have been
understudied in the past, to distinguish the ‘winners’, or the regional
forces that survived the prolonged competition and even came to
dominate the central government, from the ‘losers’, or the vast majority
of contenders who were subjugated and eventually eliminated or
incorporated by the winners. It aims to offer a new interpretation of the
dynamics of military rivalry among the warlord cliques, and to explain
the extent to which the state-building efforts of regional contenders in
China resembled, or deviated from, the experiences of nation states in
early modern and modern Europe.
Methodologically, this article examines warlordism in China from the

perspective of state formation or modern state-making. Unlike the
studies of political development or modernization that tended to
conceptualize—and indeed oversimplify—the path to modern nation

(eds), China in Crisis: China’s Heritage and the Communist Political System, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, vol. , book one, pp. –; Luo Zhitian 羅志田 (), ‘Nanbei xinjiu
yu Beifa chenggong de zai quanshi’ 南北新舊與北伐成功的再詮釋 [‘The New and the
Old in the South and the North: A Reinterpretation of the Success of the Northern
Expedition’], Kaifang shidai 開放時代, no. , pp. –.

5 See, for example, McCormack, Chang Tsolin in Northeast China, p. ; Wou, Militarism

in Modern China, pp. , , .
6 See, for example, Yang Kuisong 楊奎松 (), ‘Sun Zhongshen churang Man-Meng

quanyi wenti de zai tantao’ 孫中山出讓滿蒙權益問題的再探討 [‘A Reexamination of
Sun Yat-sen’s Compromise on the Issues of China’s Rights and Interests in Manchuria
and Mongolia’], Zhongyang yanjiuyuan jindaishi yanjiusuo jikai 中央研究院近代史研究所集

刊, no. , pp. –; Jin Yilin 金以林 (), ‘Diyu guannian yu paixi congtu: yi
ershanshi niandai Guomindang Yue ji lingxiu wei zhongxin de kaocha’ 地域觀念與派

系衝突——以二三十年代國民黨粵籍領袖為中心的考察 [‘Notions of Locality and
Factional Conflict: An Examination Focusing on the Guomindang Leaders of
Guangdong Origin in the s and s’], Lishi yanjiu 歷史研究, no. , pp. –.
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states on the basis of teleological assumptions, research on the formation
of modern European states, which emerged as a new field in the s,
underscored the role of war in the actual process of state-making. The
constant rivalry and wars among the states, it is argued, drove each of
them to rebuild state apparatuses for efficient extraction of economic
resources to sustain war efforts, thus making the government system
increasingly centralized and bureaucratized, and turning the armed
forces from one of predominantly mercenaries to standardized and
regularized standing armies strengthened by a military revolution.7 As a
result of intensified war and annexation of the losers by the winners in
interstate rivalry, the number of states decreased from hundreds
in different forms and sizes in the fifteenth century to only a few dozens
in the nineteenth century. What shaped the course and results of
interstate competition, as the more recent studies have demonstrated,
are the peculiar geopolitical setting that confronted each state and its
socio-economic conditions, in particular, its fiscal constitution (namely,
the sources and magnitude of the revenues and expenditure of a given
state), which ultimately determined the country’s military strength and
survival abilities. Thus, the states that emerged in early modern and
modern Europe are commonly termed as ‘fiscal-military states’.8

Geopolitical settings and fiscal constitution are also the key factors
shaping the results of military competition among the regional forces in
different parts of China. Central to my arguments that follow is the
concept of ‘centralized regionalism’. In other words, what characterizes
warlord politics in Republican China is first of all regionalism. The
individual provincial governors or regional leaders formed different
warlord cliques to dominate one or several provinces and establish their
exclusive control of local administrative, fiscal, and military resources,
while the central government in Beijing was reduced to a nominal
authority, having lost entirely or in large measure its control of those

7 Charles Tilly (ed.) (), The Formation of National States in Western Europe, Princeton
University Press, Princeton.

8 John Brewer (), The Sinews of Power: War, Money and the English State, –,
Routledge, London; Karen Rasler and William Thompson (), War and State Making:

The Shaping of the Global Powers, Unwin Hyman, Boston; Charles Tilly (), Coercion,
Capital, and European States, AD –, Blackwell, Malden; Brian Downing (), The
Military Revolution and Political Change: Origins of Democracy and Autocracy in Early Modern

Europe, Princeton University Press, Princeton; Jan Glete (), War and the State in Early

Modern Europe: Spain, the Dutch Republic and Sweden as Fiscal-Military States, –,
Routledge, New York; Christopher Storrs (ed.) (), The Fiscal-Military State in

Eighteenth-Century Europe: Essays in Honor of P. G. M. Dickson, Ashgate, Burlington.
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provinces. What determines the abilities of the individual warlords to
compete with one another and distinguishes the winners from the losers
in such rivalries, however, is first of all how the warlord regime
centralized itself, or the effectiveness of the mechanisms through which
it mobilized and utilized the resources available from the region under
its control to build its fiscal and military strengths. Geopolitical and
socio-economic conditions also mattered. Those who enjoyed a
relatively secured geopolitical position and at the same time established
a centralized apparatus for resource extraction, especially the taxation
of commence and urban economy, and had access to the modern
means of financing would be able to build a more powerful
fiscal-military regime and prevail in the competition for national
dominance. The most competitive force, therefore, was invariably the
one that possessed not only a well-endowed and secured region, but
also a highly centralized machine of control and extraction. In contrast,
those who failed to establish their stable control of a region and a
centralized regime would inevitably lose the competition and be wiped
out or subjugated by the winner.
The making of the modern Chinese state, therefore, took the form of

centralization of regional regimes vying for national dominance through
military competition. This regional-to-national or bottom-up process of
state-building contrasts sharply with the top-down path found in the
history of first-comers in state-making, most notably England and
France, where a pre-existing central government asserted its authority
throughout the country by unifying and bureaucratizing the
administrative system and eliminating local religious or other governing
institutions that had resisted the state. China’s experiences in the early
Republican period resembled more or less the bottom-up path
prevailing among the latecomers such as Germany, Italy, or late
Tokugawa Japan, where regional powers played a leading role in
building a centralized and unified state.

Winners and losers in warlord competition

The central government crippled

The emergence of warring regional cliques in early Republican China can
be traced to the decentralization of fiscal and military power since the late
s, when the Metropolitan and Coordinate Remittance systems—a
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device used by the central government to centrally control the revenues
generated by local authorities—collapsed because of the Taiping
Rebellion. Consequently, provincial governments were allowed to keep
the remainder of whatever they had collected and controlled after
fulfilling two basic categories of obligations: () zhuanxiang jingfei, or fixed
quotas of annual remittance to the central government for specific
civilian and military purposes, and () tanpai, or the compulsory sharing
of foreign debt and war indemnities, which first occurred in  after
the Sino-Japanese War and dramatically increased after .9 The
Qing court, to be sure, attempted repeatedly to formalize and
recentralize the provincial governments’ collection and management of
taxes, customs, and fees in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Especially noteworthy was its systematic efforts in the last few
years of the dynasty to investigate the fiscal condition of provincial
authorities, which resulted in dramatic increases in the formally
reported quantity of local revenues, to centralize its control of the salt
tax, which soon surpassed the land tax and maritime customs to be the
largest source of revenue, and to establish a modern budget system.10

The outbreak of the Revolution of , however, interrupted all these
progressions toward fiscal centralization.
The Republic government in Beijing, therefore, had only a few million

yuan annually at its disposal, mostly from the salt taxes and domestic
customs from adjacent provinces in  and , whereas its
administrative and military expenses amounted to  to  millions a
month.11 The only way to meet the state’s fiscal needs was seeking
foreign loans and issuing government bonds, the largest of which was
the so-called ‘grand debt for postwar rehabilitation’ (shanhou da jiekuan)
of  million pounds (equivalent to . million yuan), made by the
banking groups of five foreign countries to the central government

9 Zhou Yumin 周育民 (), Wan Qing caizheng yu shehui bianqian 晚清財政與社會變遷

[Finance and Social Change in the Late-Qing Period], Shanghai renmin chubanshe, Shanghai,
pp. –, –.

10 Liu Zenghe 劉增合 (), Cai yu zheng: Qing ji caizheng gaizhi yanjiu 財與政：清季財

政改制研究 [Finance and Politics: A Study of Financial Reform in the Last Years of the Qing],
Sanlian shudian, Beijing, pp. –.

11 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan 中國第二歷史檔案館 (ed.), –), Zhonghua
minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian 中華民國史檔案資料彙編 [Compilation of Archival Material on

the History of the Republic of China], Jiangsu renmin chubanshe, Nanjing, part , vol. , p. ;
Jia Shiyi 賈士毅 (), Minguo caizheng shi 民國財政史 [A Fiscal History of the Republic],
Shangwu yinshuguan, Shanghai, pp. –, .
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under President Yuan Shikai in April .12 In the following years, as
Yuan Shikai gradually consolidated his power over individual provinces,
he was able to re-establish the revenue-sharing system and provincial
governments had to submit to Beijing a fixed quantity of local tax
funds. The remittance of the shared tax funds (zhongyang jiekuan)
increased from . million yuan in  to  million in  and .
million in , when Yuan was at the height of his political influences
(see Table ). In addition, the Yuan government was also able to obtain
from individual provinces a growing amount of tax income that was
designated as revenues belonging exclusively to the central government
(known as zhongyang zhuankuan), including the taxes on deeds, stamps,
salt and tobacco sales and licences, and sales commissions; Beijing
government’s revenue from this source increased to more than .
million in  and . million in  (Table ). Combined, the
revenues that the Yuan government obtained from the provinces
reached nearly  million yuan in  and more than  million yuan
(equivalent to roughly  million taels) in , which were more than
the special funds that the provinces owed to the Qing court in the late
nineteenth century ( million taels).13 This was undoubtedly a
considerable achievement toward the goal of fiscal and military
recentralization, to which the Yuan Administration had committed. In
the absence of serious challenges after suppressing the rebellion in the
southern provinces, Yuan indeed appeared to be the most competent
leader to re-establish political order in China.
Unfortunately, Yuan’s failure to establish an imperial regime and his

subsequent death in June  opened the door for the recurrence of
political chaos and military rivalry among the different cliques of power
contenders in the next decade. A central government continued to exist,
but it was fiscally weak, due to the disappearance of provincial
contributions ( jiekuan and zhongyang zhuankuan) after , which had
been the major sources of the government’s regular revenues during
Yuan’s presidency, and due to the ending of its revenues from the
‘maritime customs surplus’ (guanyu) (most of the maritime customs had
been retained by the Maritime Customs Service as repayment of
foreign debts and war indemnities) after . The ‘salt taxes surplus’

12 For a description of the financial crisis of the Beijing government, see Hans J. van de
Ven (), ‘Public Finance and the Rise of Warlordism’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. , no.
, pp. –.

13 Zhou Yumin, Wan Qing caizheng yu shehui bianqian, p. .
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TABLE .
Revenue of the central government of the Republic, – (in , yuan)

Yeara
Maritime
customsb

Domestic/
unified taxc

Salt
taxb

Central
remit.
funds

Central
spec.
funds

Stamp/
direct
taxd

Tabaco
/alcoh.
Tax

Foreign
loane

Public
debt

Treas.
bonds

Bank
loans

Real
revenue

1912 111,700 6,200 0
1913 5,600 331,900 6,800 2,200
1914 14,000 33,500 25,000 10,100
1915 6,000 31,389 19,018 18,748 1,600 25,800 400 1,160 130,678
1916 6,000 18,875 24,400 35,100 8,800 1,800 0
1917 10,800 5,000 15,472 10,360 2,000 6,000 68,800 10,500 200 8,000 137,000
1918 2,700 4,200 52,800 6,043 5,755 2,000 4,000 126,200 139,400 7,000 0 350,000
1919 21,700 4,800 43,300 5,553 4,245 2,000 2,673 34,000 28,400 5,300 669 153,000
1920 17,800 3,500 36,100 4,917 4,245 1,500 2,230 36,200 122,000 24,700 2,736 256,000
1921 0 3,600 29,500 2,959 4,245 800 1,784 27,400 115,400 29,000 45,163 260,000
1922 0 690 21,000 0 0 750 1,450 9,700 83,200 2,200 6,885 126,000
1923 0 718 20,000 0 0 720 1,400 31,000 5,000 3,500 5,858 68,000
1924 0 668 15,000 0 0 720 1,400 16,200 5,200 100 185 39,000
1925 0 668 12,000 0 0 720 1,400 125,900 23,000 0 16,000
1926 0 668 8,900 720 1,400 1,900 15,400 29,000
1927 12,500 600 20,800 70,000 148,256
1928 179,142 27,691 29,542 14,544 3,034 3,549 44,506 24,048 28,078 434,440
1929 275,545 36,567 122,146 11,385 5,427 6,831 90,511 539,005

aData from 1912 to 1926 are in silver dollars (yin yuan). Statistics of the years from 1938 to 1945 are recalculated into the amounts in the fixed value
of the fabi (legal tender) in 1937 (see Yang Yinpu 1985: 159). bMaritime customs and salt taxes before 1928 were the remainders of the custom dues
(guanyu) and remainder of salt taxes ( yanyu). cThe data under ‘domestic/general tax’ before 1928 are the amounts of domestic regular taxes
(changguanshui) and the data after 1928 are the amounts of the unified tax (tongshui 統稅). dThe numbers under ‘stamp/direct taxes’ refer to stamp tax
before 1940 and various direct taxes (including stamp tax, income tax, and sales tax, and so on) (see Yang Yinpu 1985: 112). eForeign loans in 1938–
42 and 1944 were in US dollars (Yang Yinpu 1985: 153).
Sources: Yang Yinfu 楊蔭溥 (1985), Minguo caizheng shi 民國財政史 [A Fiscal History of the Republic of China], Zhongguo caizheng jingji chubanshe,
Beijing, pp. 7–8, 10, 12, 15–16, 22, 45, 47, 64, 104, 107, 109, 112, 150; Jia Shiyi 賈士毅 (1932), Minguo xu caizheng shi (1) 民國續財政史（一）
[Supplement to the Fiscal History of the Republic of China], vol. 1, Shangwu yinshuguan, Shanghai, pp. 55–63, 158–159; Jia Shiyi (1933), Minguo xu caizheng
shi (2) 民國續財政史（二）[Supplement to the Fiscal History of the Republic of China], vol. 2, Shangwu yinshuguan, Shanghai, pp. 160–170, 199–206,
296–299, 409–410, 556–559; Jia Shiyi (1934), Minguo caizheng shi 民國財政史 [A Fiscal History of the Republic of China], Shangwu yinshuguan,
Shanghai, pp. 60–61.
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( yanyu), the largest source of domestic revenues in the s (again, most of
the salt taxes had been retained as payment of foreign debts since ),
also diminished in the s, to less than  million yuan by .14

Thus, the Beijing government had to rely increasingly on foreign loans
and government bonds, which brought its total revenue to as high as
 million yuan in . As the central government’s borrowing
abilities dwindled in the following years, however, its annual revenue
also decreased to  million yuan in  and only  million yuan by
 (Table ).
In sharp contrast with the poor and feeble government in Beijing was

the steady build-up of fiscal and military strength of provincial warlords
in the s and s. Three major cliques of warlords prevailed in
North China. Although the territories of each clique varied over time,
the situation in June  prior to the outbreak of the war between the
Anhui and Zhili cliques gives a good idea of their main base areas.15

The Anhui clique controlled eight provinces (Shanxi, Shaanxi,
Shandong, Anhui, Zhejiang, Fujian, Gansu, and Xinjiang as well as
two special administrative zones, Rehe and Chahar). The Zhili clique
occupied five provinces (Zhili, Jiangsu, Henan, Hubei, and Jiangxi as
well as Suiyuan and Ningxia). The Fengtian clique ruled three
north-eastern provinces (Fengtian, Jilin, and Heilongjiang). In addition,
there were minor warlord factions including the Guangxi clique that
occupied Guangxi and Guangdong, and the Yunnan clique that
dominated Yunnan and Guizhou.

The weakness of the Anhui and Zhili cliques

In terms of their fiscal strength, the first two cliques were quite comparable
to each other: the revenues of the eight provinces and two zones of the
Anhui clique totalled about  million yuan, while the five provinces
and two zones of the Zhili clique generated a total of nearly  million
yuan.16 The resemblance between the Anhui and Zhili cliques in total
amounts of revenues explained at least in part their rough equivalence
in military forces on the eve of the war between them in June :

14 Yang Yinfu 楊蔭溥 (), Minguo caizheng shi 民國財政史 [A History of Finance in the

Republican Period], Zhongguo caizheng jingji chubanshe, Beijing, pp. –.
15 Lai Xinxia et al., Beiyang junfa shi, p. .
16 Jia Shiyi 賈士毅 (), Minguo xu caizheng shi () 民國續財政史 （一） [Supplement to

the Fiscal History of the Republic], vol. , Shangwu yinshuguan, Shanghai, pp. –.
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, men on the Anhui side and , men on the Zhili side.17 On the
other hand, the Fengtian clique appeared to be much weaker, having only
 million yuan as its total revenue. But the Anhui and Zhili cliques had
their own weakness. Duan Qirui and Feng Guozhang, the respective
leaders of the two cliques, had been Yuan’s two most capable and
trusted subordinates, but Duan and Feng had competed with each
other while Yuan was alive. After Yuan died, Duan controlled the
central government as the premier of the state council and much of
North China through the military governors loyal to him; Feng, for his
part, prevailed in South China by serving as the military governor of
the most prosperous Jiangsu province and allying with other governors
in the Yangzi River region while also serving as the vice president and
the acting president of the Beijing government until October . But
the military governors of individual provinces formed a clique under
Duan or under Feng (or Cao Kuan after Feng’s death in late ) only
on the basis of their personal relationship with either of the two clique
leaders.18 In other words, Duan or Feng (or Cao) built their respective
factions only by taking advantage of their position as leaders of Beijing
government to appoint or recommend their trusted followers or friends
as the military governors to different provinces within their reach of
power; when they had conflicts in appointing the governors, Duan and
Feng had to bargain with each other to achieve a gross balance
between the appointments that each of them had proposed.
Such personal networks and loyalty to the factional leaders did matter

when the two factions had a war; for the military governors, to join the
war was the best way to protect their own positions and military forces.
Nevertheless, neither Duan nor Feng (and other Zhili leaders) had
succeeded in turning the individual provinces of their respective cliques
into a solid fiscal-military entity. Each of the military governors
controlled their own armies and were responsible for raising enough
monies to feed their soldiers; they also largely controlled the tax
revenues generated within their own provinces, and generally refused to
contribute any part of their revenues to the central government
regardless of their personal loyalty to the clique leader who held a key

17 Lai Xinxia et al., Beiyang junfa shi, pp. –.
18 Lai Xinxia 來新夏 (), ‘Beiyang junfa jituan de tedian’ 北洋軍閥集團的特點

[‘Characteristics of the Warlord Cliques in North China’], Fujian luntan 福建論壇, no.
, pp. –; Mo Jianlai 莫建來 (), ‘Lun Wanxi junfa de xingcheng’ 論皖系軍閥

的形成 [‘The Formation of Anhui Clique of Warlords’], Anhui shixue 安徽史學, no. ,
pp. –.
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position in the central government. Both the Anhui and Zhili cliques, in a
word, were essentially a confederation of warlords who were loosely
brought together by their personal loyalty to the clique leader; there
was no centralized administrative or military mechanisms to keep them
together as members of a political and military body with a high level
of group solidarity. Later in  and , the Zhili clique lost their
control of the provinces in the Yangzi River region precisely because
the key leaders of the group in different provinces (most notably, Wu
Peifu in Hubei and Sun Chuanfang in Jiangsu) failed to act together
and help each other to fight their shared enemy, the Guomindang force
from the south, and the latter had no difficulty in defeating each of
them one after another.19

The rise of the Fengtian clique

The lack of group solidarity on the part of the Anhui and Zhili groups was
in sharp contrast to the centralized administrative and military
organizations that undergirded the Fengtian clique in Manchuria. In
fact, one of the reasons that prevented the Anhui or Zhili clique from
building a centralized fiscal and military entity of their own had to do
with the fact that the member provinces of these cliques were
geographically scattered in different areas of the country and were
interwoven with the member provinces of the opposite clique. This
scatteredness not only exposed each province to military attacks from its
enemy, but also prevented the member provinces of each clique from
mobilizing their resources to build a centralized political and military
body of their own.
The situation of the Fengtian clique was very different. Zhang Zuolin

(–), the head of this clique, started building his power base
with his control of the th division of the New Army that garrisoned
Fengtian province after the Revolution of , which enabled him to
further seize the positions of the military governor and the provincial
governor of Fengtian, and to create the new th division and take
control of the th division of the army after . After establishing his
complete control of Fengtian, Zhang extended his reach into the
neighbouring Heilongjiang province in  by recommending Bao
Guiqian, his relative by marriage, to be the new military governor of
the province. Zhang himself also received Beijing government’s

19 Lai Xinxia et al., Beiyang junfa shi, pp. –.
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appointment as the Inspecting Commissioner of the Three Northeastern
Provinces (Dongshansheng xunyueshi) in , which made him the official
administrative and military ruler of the three provinces.20 To the extent
that Zhang controlled the neighbouring two provinces by appointing his
trusted men as their military governors, he was no different from the
leaders of the Anhui and Zhili cliques in building their respective
factional groups. What made Zhang distinctive and successful in the
end in the rivalry among the warlords under the Beijing government
was that he took advantage of the geographical isolation of Manchuria
to turn the three north-eastern provinces into an independent and
highly centralized political, fiscal, and military entity.
To achieve this goal, Zhang first cut off the political ties of his three

provinces with the Zhili-clique-controlled central government by
declaring his independence from Beijing, after he lost the war against
the Zhili clique in April  and failed to expand his influence into the
interior provinces. He further made efforts to modernize the
administrative system in Manchuria by introducing the civil-service
examination system in September  to recruit government officials at
different levels on the basis of their merits. Zhang also rebuilt his
troops, replacing most of the lower- and middle-ranking military officers
of bandit backgrounds with graduates from the military academies in
Japan or Beijing; he also expanded the size of the Northeastern
Military Academy to train his own military officers and held training
sessions for high-school graduates to prepare them for military service.
To root out the personal networks (mostly in the form of sworn
brotherhood among the high-ranking military commanders) from the
military, Zhang reorganized the three divisions (the th, th, and th)
and an additional new division he had established into  infantry
brigades and other units, and appointed his trusted subordinates to lead
them.21 The administrative and military unification in Manchuria
meant a lot for the Fengtian clique: it prevented internal strife among
the three provinces, ensured political stability and social order, freed
Manchuria from the recurrent warfare that plagued the interior
provinces, and enabled Zhang to mobilize the resources from all of the
three provinces for his strategic goals.

20 Hao Bingrang郝秉讓 (), Fengxi junshi奉系軍事 [The Military of the Fengtian Clique],
Liaohai chubanshe, Shenyang, p. . See also McCormack, Chang Tso-Lin in Northeast

China, p. .
21 Hao Bingrang, Fengxi junshi, pp. –. See also McCormack, Chang Tso-Lin in

Northeast China, pp. –.
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To enlarge and maintain his military forces, Zhang generated revenues
through several channels. In addition to the collection of land, industrial,
and commercial taxes, the Fengtian clique made government investments
on a large scale, which ranged from mining and lumbering to textile
manufacturing, power generation, sugar production, the defence
industry, and, most importantly, the construction of a railroad network.
It also developed financial tools to generate additional revenues, such as
the issuance of government bonds and the printing of paper notes,
known as fengpiao, which were widely accepted and circulated in
Manchuria because of its stable value from  to early .22

The strength of the Fengtian clique, in a word, lay in its ability to
integrate the three north-eastern provinces into a single administrative,
fiscal, and military entity that was centralized under one single
strongman. Individually, none of the three provinces was the most
prosperous in the entire country. In , for instance, Jiangsu province
had a budgeted revenue of . million yuan, which was much higher
than the revenue of Fengtian, the richest of the three north-eastern
provinces; another two interior provinces, Sichuan and Guangdong,
again had an annual revenue higher than or close to Fengtian’s (see
Table ). But the problem for the warlord cliques who controlled a
number of the interior provinces was that the fiscal resources in each of
the provinces fell into the hands of the military governor who
controlled that province; as a result, no clique leader was able to
single-handedly control the resources from all of the provinces of his
clique. In sharp contrast, by establishing his tight control over
Manchuria, Zhang Zuolin was able to extract fiscal resources from all
of the three provinces for his military build-up; combined, the annual
revenues from the three provinces totalled . million yuan (Table ),
which was in addition to the revenues he generated through issuing
public bonds and printing paper currencies. His fiscal power, in a word,
surpassed that of any of the military governors of the interior provinces.
The geographical isolation of Manchuria from the rest of China also

contributed to Zhang’s success in competing with the warlord cliques of
the interior provinces. After establishing his control of the three
north-eastern provinces, Zhang was able to join the rivalry among the

22 Suleski, Civil Government in Warlord China, pp. –. See also Kong Jingwei 孔經緯

and Fu Xiaofeng 傅笑楓 (), Fengxi junfa guanliao ziben 奉系軍閥官僚資本 [The

Bureaucratic Capital of the Fentian Clique of Warlords], Jilin daxue chubanshe, Changchun,
pp. –.
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TABLE .
Budgeted revenue and expenditure of individual provinces,  (in silver yuan)

Provinces Land tax
Taxes
on goods Local taxes Local fees

Gov’t
enterprise
income

Misc.
incomes

Total
revenue

Military
spending

Total
expenditure

Zhili 5,809,139 926,790 1,592,809 270,384 460,436 282,605 9,342,163 6,692,844 10,961,692
Fengtian 4,086,999 5,049,778 1,359,044 300,644 1,597,089 12,393,554 6,918,538 10,131,248
Jilin 2,157,052 3,770,359 2,041,420 117 255,876 8,224,824 8,686,404 11,930,995
Heilongjiang 1,483,047 3,270,218 1,153,793 43,606 656,815 60,253 6,667,732 5,641,262 7,818,573
Shandong 8,135,171 797,364 1,281,933 3,500 2,860 185,441 10,406,269 13,800,000 17,306,301
Henan 5,471,148 846,000 1,186,134 680,000 10,203 133,788 9,327,273 16,817,253 19,824,134
Shanxi 5,929,289 743,980 622,423 40,000 7,335,692 5,636,044 8,021,263
Shaanxi 3,643,281 1,010,000 195,943 4,849,224 2,468,226 4,328,662
Gansu 1,467,451 997,067 349,561 129,800 3,776 10,850 2,958,505 3,051,569 5,258,741
Xinjiang 1,590,412 472,401 377,129 34,551 86,062 2,560,555 3,331,116 4,882,701
Jiangsu 8,496,046 6,428,507 1,620,000 64,612 168,150 16,777,315 6,122,374 14,892,393
Anhui 3,822,137 1,538,700 1,370,800 30,380 6,762,017 3,800,305 6,472,491
Jiangxi 4,355,234 2,572,511 889,407 20,000 376,964 8,214,116 9,528,914 12,156,409
Hubei 2,659,757 3,223,227 1,605,265 568,465 31,250 8,087,964 8,130,415 10,974,811
Hunan 2,801,952 2,352,456 702,990 60,000 5,917,398 3,564,014 6,989,338
Sichuan 6,861,394 819,402 4,466,484 132,287 265,000 12,544,567 26,296,358 30,061,790
Zhejiang 5,928,980 1,819,822 869,000 2,240,475 319,591 11,177,868 9,876,625 14,371,463
Fujian 3,235,290 1,430,000 1,167,054 240,974 6,073,318 10,624,000 13,204,829
Guangdong 3,889,585 4,562,179 3,302,274 447,285 135,860 12,337,183 15,959,398 19,662,056
Guangxi 2,324,800 1,435,441 283,100 10,800 50,000 4,104,141 5,673,435 7,469,452
Yunnan 1,153,377 642,015 263,169 145,815 13,692 2,218,068 2,131,416 4,260,138
Guizhou 739,313 461,289 295,481 1,496,102 2,814,300 4,489,078
Rehe 157,204 364,148 295,986 18,000 52,000 71,761 959,099 997,208 1,575,683
Chahar 445,572 72,140 47,734 64,103 629,549 1,245,538 1,796,439
Suiyuan 94,338 66,290 58,921 262,386 4,284 44,865 531,084 709,864 1,072,115
Total 87,515,719 45,428,798 28,942,549 4,768,718 1,873,283 4,561,630 173,333,992 182,418,613 253,797,479

Source: Jia Shiyi 賈士毅 (1932), Minguo xu caizheng shi (1) 民國續財政史（一）[Supplement to the Fiscal History of the Republic of China], vol. 1,
Shangwu yinshuguan, Shanghai, pp. 146–152.
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warlords in North and East China and thereby to extend his military and
political reach there. He started his military operations down to the
interior when the warlord cliques there were fighting with each other.
When he failed in this venture, he could easily withdraw from the
interior while keeping his home base in Manchuria intact. He could then
concentrate on building his fiscal and military muscle in Manchuria and
wait for another chance to venture into the interior, ultimately succeeding
after the interior warlords had exhausted their resources after years of
battles. This geopolitical advantage, together with the difference between
the Fengtian clique and the major cliques of the interior provinces
(Anhui and later Zhili) in their respective fiscal constitutions, was more
important than any other factors (political or military) in explaining why
the Fengtian clique eventually won the rivalry among the northern
warlords and came to dominate the Beijing government in October .

Small provinces, powerful contenders

The Fengtian clique, in fact, was not the only case that took advantage of
its geographical isolation to build a highly centralized fiscal and military
entity and compete successfully with other cliques. Another example is
Shanxi province, which was small in territory but strategically important
in national politics throughout the Republican era. Located in
north-west China, Shanxi was a plateau fenced by the Taihang
Mountains in the east and the Yellow River in the south, while its
northern border was backed with Gobi desert and its western border
was lined with mountains. Historically, the province was known for
being ‘easy to defend and difficult (for external enemies) to attack’ ( yi
shou nan gong). For the entire Republican period, it was under the
consistent control of warlord Yan Xishan (–). Yan began his
rule in Shanxi as its military governor right after the Revolution of 
and controlled all of the military forces within the province by .
Like all other warlords, Yan built his power base by vigorously
expanding his army, which grew from merely , men before  to
roughly , around ; he thus became one of the few local
strongmen in North China who had a nationwide influence.23

Key to Yan’s survival and longevity in Shanxi were his abilities to
establish and maintain an efficient and highly centralized political and

23 Gillin, Warlord, pp. –.
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military system in the entire province, which made the province largely
free of instability and warfare before the Japanese invasion. He filled
the key positions in the military with his trusted followers, mostly
originating from Wutai, his home county, or from Shanxi, to a larger
extent. But he also paid attention to the merits of government and
military officials and thus recruited qualified candidates regardless of
their geographical origins; many of them were thus promoted from the
rank and file to higher positions and owed a lifetime debt to Yan. A
contemporary thus noted that ‘the military and administrative circles
throughout Shanxi province look like a big family, with Mr. Yan as the
patriarch and all of the cadres as his disciples’.24 To put the rural area
under his effective control, Yan promoted the so-called ‘village-based
governance’ (cunben zhengzhi), by which the rural communities were
reorganized into administrative villages (biancun), each consisting of
roughly  houses, which were divided into a number of
neighbourhoods or lü, with each lü further divided into five lin and each
lin having five households. Leaders of these organizations shouldered
the duties of policing local residents, collecting taxes and levies, and
assisting the government to recruit soldiers. The goal of the
village-based governance was the so-called ‘combining farming with
warring’ (bing nong heyi) or militarizing the rural society in preparation
for war.25

Equally important for Yan’s build-up of an independent administrative
and military system in Shanxi was his effort to develop the local economy
and ensure its sustainability and self-sufficiency. Part of his goals in rural
Shanxi was the so-called ‘six measures’ (liu zheng, namely water control,
tree planting, sericulture, a ban on opium smoking, a ban on
foot-binding for women, and pigtail-cutting for men) and ‘three
matters’ (san shi, namely cotton cultivation, foresting, and husbandry),
which aimed to promote prosperity in the village communities.26 His
government invested massively in modern industry and transportation,
which later formed the basis of the Northwestern Industrial

24 Wang Xutian王續添 (), ‘Difangzhuyi yu minguo shehui’ 地方主義與民國社會

[‘Localism and Society during the Republican Period’], Jiaoxue yu yanjiu 教學與研究, no.
, p. .

25 He Yuan 賀淵 (), ‘– nian Yan Xishan zhi Jin sixiang chutan’ –
年閻錫山治晉思想初探 [‘A Preliminary Study on Yan Xishan’s Thoughts on Governing
Shanxi during the Period from  to ’], Jindaishi yanjiu 近代史研究, no. ,
pp. –.

26 He Yuan, ibid., p. .
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Corporation—a conglomerate founded in the early s that
encompassed a wide range of enterprises, including mines, smelters,
power plants, and factories producing machinery, chemicals,
construction materials, textile and leather products, and consumer
goods. But the most important and successful project was the famous
Taiyuan Arsenal, which was one of the three major arsenals in China
in the s and s (the other two were located in Hanyang of
Hubei province and Shenyang of Fengtian province) and produced a
wide variety of guns and canons and a large quality of ammunition.27

Given his ability to mobilize the rural population and the capacity of
his arsenal, Yan’s army stood out as one of the three major forces in
North China by the end of the s, the other two being the forces
under Zhang Zuolin and Feng Yuxiang, who will be described shortly.
The importance of geopolitical security and centralized control of

territory for warlords’ survival and strengthening is also seen in yet
another case in Guangxi province. Located in the south-western border
of China and dominated by mountains, Guanxi was never a target for
warlords in other parts of China to compete for, yet its remoteness and
relative isolation also offered the necessary conditions for ambitious
local strongmen to build their independent domain and use it as a
power base to vie for national influence when they became strong
enough. The first military strongman in Republican Guangxi was Lu
Rongting (–), who ruled the province as its military governor
right after  for ten years and was later remembered by local people
for his ability to weed out bandits and keep the land at peace. At the
peak of his influence, Lu was able to defeat his rival in Guangdong in
 and dominated the neighbouring province for three years.28

Although the limited resources from the poverty-stricken Guangxi
constrained his military build-up and explain in large part—in addition
to the fatal defection by a key commander of his army—his loss in
confronting the newly rising forces in Guangdong, the new warlords
who replaced him to rule Guangxi after  turned out to be even
more successful.
Unlike the warlords in other provinces who tended to fight each other

for exclusive control of a given area, the new strongmen in Guangxi,

27 Gillin, Warlord, pp. –.
28 Mo Jijie 莫濟傑 and Chen Fulin 陳福霖 (), Xin Guixi shi 新桂系史 [History of the

New Guangxi Clique], vol. , Guangxi renmin chubanshe, Guilin, pp. –. See also Lary,
Region and Nation, pp. –.
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namely Li Zongren (–), Bai Chongxi (–), and Huang
Shaohong (–), proved to be exceptionally collaborative with
one another in building a unitary political and military force. In fact,
the limited territory and resources of Guangxi made it unaffordable for
any of them to fight with each other; the best strategy for them to
survive, therefore, was to work together as a single, unified entity.29

Knowing well the limited revenues of the poor province that greatly
curtailed their military potential, the New Guangxi clique adopted an
approach to build their fiscal and military strength that was essentially
no different from Yan Xishan’s methods in Shanxi. Summarized as the
‘Three-Self Policies’ (san zi zhengce), this approach contained three goals.
The first was ‘self-defence’ (ziwei) or military build-up. Lacking enough
tax revenues to raise a sizeable standing army, they chose to militarize
the society under the so-called ‘Three Build-in Policies’ (san yu zhengce),
namely to build the military by establishing local militia throughout the
province ( yu bing yu tuan), to train military officers directly among school
students ( yu jiang yu xue), and to recruit soldiers directly from the
registered male adults of the reorganized villages ( yu zheng yu mu). Not
surprisingly, after the outbreak of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident in
 that signalled the beginning of a full-scale war of resistance against
Japan, Guangxi province turned out to be the fastest among all
provinces in military mobilization; it recruited enough soldiers to create
four army corps and  regiments in a matter of two months.30 The
second goal was ‘self-government’ (zizhi), which aimed to establish a
clean and efficient government by purging corrupt officials, training
qualified cadres, and, most importantly, restructuring the rural society
under the baojia system, in which the head of a township or a village
also served as the school principal and the militia leader at the same
level. To achieve the third goal of ‘self-sufficiency’ (ziji), the Guangxi
clique was committed to investing in a wide range of manufacturing,

29 To some degree, the three strongmen were able to work together also because of the
perfect complementation of their respective personalities. While Li was said to be
kind-hearted, tolerant, and generous, which made him a welcome political leader, Bai
was eloquent, resourceful, and resolute, which made him a superior military
commander, and Huang’s detail-minded and hands-on inclinations made him a good
administrator. See Wang Yugui 王玉貴 (), ‘Shi xi xin Guixi jiuju minguo zhengtan
de yuanyin’ 試析新桂系久據民國政壇的原因 [‘A Preliminary Analysis of the Reasons
behind the Prolonged Activism of the New Guangxi Clique in Republican Politics’],
Guangxi shehui kexue 廣西社會科學, no. , p. .

30 Mo and Chen, Xin Guixi shi, p. .
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mining, and transportation projects, promoting compulsory and higher
education, and developing forestry and agriculture.31

Winners and losers

The success of the Fengtian, Shanxi, and Guangxi cliques, therefore, lay
primarily in their fiscal strength; they used all kinds of methods to generate
as much revenues as they could. In addition to the traditional methods of
taxing the land and commercial goods, they all made systematic efforts to
invest in a modern industry and transportation system, and they all utilized
modern financial tools for additional incomes. But the sharp contrasts
between Fengtian and the other two cliques in geographic and
economic sizes meant that there were significant differences between
them in their respective approaches to state- and military-building. The
rapid development of modern industry and transportation and the large
amount of industrial output in the vast area of Manchuria made it
possible for the Fengtian clique to rely mainly on the taxes from
commerce rather than the taxes on the land. As a result, its budgeted
revenue from the taxes on goods and other non-agricultural sectors
amounted to . million yuan in , or more than . times its
revenue from land taxation (Table ). In sharp contrast, despite their
efforts to industrialize, the economies in Shanxi and Guangxi remained
largely agricultural. The revenue from goods and other non-agricultural
sectors in Guangxi, therefore, was only about  per cent of its land
taxes and, in Shanxi, only  per cent (Table ). Even more striking
was the contrast between them in the absolute amount of annual
revenues. The three provinces of the Fengtian clique had a total of .
million yuan in , whereas the Shanxi clique had only about .
million and the Guangxi clique had even less, at . million yuan
(Table ). All these, to be sure, were budgeted rather than actual
figures, but they nevertheless suggest the gap between them. Not
surprisingly, the Fengtian clique was able to spend more on its military,
and its total budget in this regard amounted to more than  million
yuan in , which was roughly three times the military spending in

31 Eugene W. Levich (), The Kwangsi Way in Kuomintang China, –, Sharpe,
Armonk, pp. –; Tan Zhaoyi 譚肇毅 (), ‘Xin Guixi lun’ 新桂系論 [‘A New
Interpretation of the New Guangxi Clique’], Guangxi shehui kexue 廣西社會科學, no. ,
pp. – and (), ‘Xin Guixi de “sanzi zhengce”’ 新桂系的’三自政策’[‘The New
Guangxi Clique’s “Three-Self Policy”’], Guangxi difangzhi 廣西地方誌, no. , pp. –.
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Shanxi and Guangxi (Table ). For the two smaller cliques, in the absence
of sufficient funding on the military, a better, more cost-saving approach to
military-building, therefore, was to militarize the society by reorganizing the
rural population into strictly controlled units, widely establishing militia,
and making them readily available for mobilization and recruitment.
In sharp contrast with the winners are the warlord cliques or provinces

that failed because of their lack of the advantages that the former had.
The first is warlord Feng Yuxiang (–), whose forces grew to
more than , men and dominated large areas of North and
Northwest China at the peak of his career in the late s. Feng’s
biggest weakness, however, was his lack of a stable and solvent base
area to support his army. He thus faced exceptional and constant
difficulties in feeding his soldiers, despite the various efforts he tried,
such as retaining the salt taxes, raising the rates of railroad shipment of
cargos, and selling public bonds by force in its occupied areas.32 The
reason Feng was able to expand his forces and survive for more than a
decade until the eventual collapse of his clique in  had to do in
part with his highly speculative strategies that led to his frequent
defection, alliance, breakup, and realignment with other competing
cliques, and in part with the generous support from the Soviet Union
after .33 After the Soviet Union cut off its supplies, Feng’s
competitiveness quickly deteriorated. In addition to its fiscal insolvency,
equally fatal to his clique was that Feng never made serious efforts to
centralize his control of the various corps, divisions, and brigades that
he had created, due to the scatteredness of their occupied areas where
the individual forces had developed.34

A second example that contrasted with the successful cliques is the
warlords in Sichuan province. Sichuan, in fact, had the perfect
conditions to support a powerful warlord able to compete nationally.
Located in the south-west frontier, it is relatively isolated from other
provinces by the mountains surrounding it, while the vast basin area
within it was one of the most fertile in China, giving rise to a highly
developed agriculture and a high density of population. Therefore,
among all of the provinces in China, Sichuan had the largest area of

32 Liu Jingzhong 劉敬忠 (), Guominjun shigang 國民軍史綱 [An Outline of the History of

the Guomin Army], Renmin chubanshe, Beijing, pp. –, –, , , –.
33 By August , the Soviet Union provided to Feng’s army with , rifles, 

million bullets,  machine guns,  cannons, , shells, and  aircrafts (Liu
Jingzhong, Guominjun shigang, p. ).

34 Liu Jingzhong, Guominjun shigang, pp. , –.
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cultivated land ( million mu) and the largest population ( million).
The government’s budgeted annual revenue in this province was
consistently the second highest in the entire country, at around .
million taels in the late s and s, only next to Jiangsu province
(Table ).35 Precisely because it was so large in size and so important as
a huge source of revenues and soldiers, however, warlords inside and
outside the province competed for a piece of it, and no one was able to
control the entire province alone. Thus, after years of rivalry and chaos
following the Revolution of , by  and , the province had
become extremely fragmented as a result of the rise in the so-called
‘garrison-area system’ ( fangqu zhi) in the province. Under this system,
the province was divided into  or more garrison areas, each
containing a number of counties (varying from nine or ten to as many
as  counties), and the military force in each garrison area was
responsible for supporting itself with the revenue from within the area.
Most of the garrison areas in southern Sichuan and around the city of
Chengdu fell into the hands of warlord forces from the neighbouring
Yunnan and Guizhou provinces, while the rest of the garrison areas
belonged to local Sichuan forces. Despite the existence of a provincial
government, the warlord force of each garrison area turned the
territory it occupied into an independent domain subject to its exclusive
control by appointing its own government officials, collecting taxes, and
retaining the revenues that should have been remitted to the provincial
or central government.36 To enlarge or protect their garrison areas, the
warlord forces fought with each other year after year; therefore, military
expenditure in Sichuan was also the highest in the entire country,
reaching more than  million yuan in , or more than twice its
budgeted revenues for the same year (Table ). The division and chaos
in Sichuan persisted until , when the province came under the
unified control of the Nationalist government.37 Before that point, the
administrative and military fragmentation excluded the possibility of any
warlord from Sichuan playing a role in national politics commensurate
with its wealth and population.

35 Jia Shiyi, Minguo xu caizheng shi (), p. .
36 Kuang Shanji 匡珊吉 and Yang Guangyan 楊光彥 (), Sichuan junfa shi 四川軍閥

史[History of Warlords in Sichuan], Sichuan renmin chubanshe, Chengdu, pp. –; Kapp,
Szechwan and the Chinese Republic, pp. –.

37 Kuang and Yang, Sichuan junfa shi, pp. –. See also Kapp, Szechwan and the Chinese
Republic, pp. –.
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Finally, let us look at Jiangsu, the richest province in imperial and
Republican China. In the late s and early s, its budgeted
revenue was more than  million yuan, well above all other provinces,
and its real revenue was not too different from the budget, at about 
million yuan a year, after maritime customs and salt taxes, totalling
more than  million yuan, were diverted from the province.38 But two
factors prevented the province from becoming a powerful military
contender in the country. The first was geopolitical. Located in the
lower Yangzi region and dominated by plains, the province is open to
all other provinces without any geographic barrier to separate and
protect it. As the most prosperous area in China, it was the target for
external warlords to complete for control; there was no single warlord
who could rule Jiangsu for a prolonged time because of the fierce
competitions among the warlords of different cliques for this area. A
second factor that made warlords’ centralized control of Jiangsu difficult
was the existence of a strong gentry-merchant class in this province and
its resistance to the warlord’s excessive extraction of revenues from the
province through their control of the provincial assembly. Throughout
the early Republican years to , the warlords who ruled Jiangsu
consistently paid particular attention to the public opinion of the local
elites in order to maintain their legitimacy and yielded from time to
time to the demand from the latter for ‘the separation of the military
from the civilian’ ( junmin fenzhi) and ‘government of Jiangsu by people
of Jiangsu’ (Su ren zhi Su), which meant preventing the military governor
from interfering with the administrative affairs in the province,
especially the appointment of key positions of the provincial
government, including the governor and financial department head,
which they insisted should be filled by the natives of Jiangsu, rather
than by the warlords’ men.39 The strong resistance from the
gentry-merchant class in Jiangsu greatly limited the room for the

38 Shen Jiarong 沈嘉榮 (ed.) (), Jiangsu shigang, jindai juan 江蘇史綱，近代卷 [An

Outline of the History of Jiangsu, the Volume of the Modern Period], Jiangsu guji chubanshe,
Nanjing, p. .

39 Jiangsu sheng zhengxie wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui 江蘇省政協文史資料委員會 (ed.)
(), Minguo Jiangsu de dujun he shengzhang 民國江蘇的督軍和省長 [The Military Governor

and the Provincial Governor in Republican Jiangsu], Jiangsu wenshi ziliao bianjibu, Nanjing,
p. ; Chen Mingsheng 陳明勝 and Shen Xiaoyun 申曉雲 (), ‘Jiangsu sheng fei
du yundong yu sheng zizhi’ 江蘇省廢督運動與省自治 [‘The Movement for Abolishing
the Governor and Provincial Self-Government in Jiangsu’], Jiangsu shehui kexue 江蘇社會

科學, no. , pp. –.
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warlords to extract local resources and expand their forces; it also
accounted for the fact that, despite its highest level of revenue among
all provinces in China, the budgeted military spending was limited to
only . million yuan or  per cent of its revenue in  and .
million yuan or  per cent of its revenue in  (or  per cent of the
military spending in Sichuan in the same year), whereas, in the country
as a whole, military spending was  per cent and  per cent of
government revenue in  and , respectively.40

All these instances suggest that each of the three factors (namely
geopolitical setting, socio-economic conditions, and fiscal-military
organization) is indispensable for any regional force to build its
competitive advantage. While stable and secured control of a given
region served as the very precondition for long-term military build-up,
socio-economic conditions of the region determined the nature and
scope of economic and financial resources available for extraction.
Whether or not such resources could be turned from potential into real
competitive strength, however, ultimately depended on the regional
force’s ability to build a centralized and unified fiscal apparatus.

Why did the Nationalists win?

Now let us look at the situation in Guangdong—a southern province that
was only next to Jiangsu in economic prosperity and government revenue.
Until his death in March , Sun Yat-sen, the Grand Marshall of the
Military Government beginning in August  and later the
‘extraordinary president’ of the Republic after April  that ruled
only Guangdong and Guangxi, struggled to build an army strong
enough to eliminate the warlords and unify the country, but he failed
repeatedly.41 He never expected, and indeed no one else could
anticipate, that, only a year after his death, the Nationalist
Revolutionary Army’s Northern Expedition started and, even more
surprisingly, defeated the warlords in the middle and lower Yangzi
regions in less than ten months, wiped out the Fengtian-clique forces
from the interior provinces, and overthrew the Beijing government in
June . The unification of China, which Sun could only dream of,

40 Jia Shiyi, Minguo xu caizheng shi (), p. ; Table .
41 Martin C. Wilbur (), Sun Yat-sen: Frustrated Patriot, Columbia University Press,

New York, pp. –; Marie-Claire Berger (), Sun Yat-sen, Stanford University Press,
Stanford, pp. , .
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came true in December  when Zhang Xueliang (–), the
warlord of Manchuria, declared his allegiance to the newly established
Nationalist government in Nanjing.
The Nationalist Army was unlike any of the warlord forces in that it

emphasized ideological indoctrination among the soldiers and military
officers at different levels under the control of the Nationalist Party, and
hence known as the ‘party army’ (dangjun). It thus exhibited an unusual
degree of solidarity and high morale when compared to the warlord
forces.42 But the role of nationalist propaganda in the Nationalists’
military-building should not be overemphasized. There were, in fact,
significant continuities between the Beijing government and the
Nationalist state in their commitments to nationalism and subsequent
foreign policies.43 The most important reason behind the Nationalists’
triumph over the warlords, as shown below, is its unparalleled fiscal
strength, which was developed through three key steps. The first was, of
course, the making of a solid fiscal-military state in Guangdong, which
enabled the Guomindang force to launch the Northern Expedition and
occupy most of South China and the middle and lower Yangzi regions
in a few months. The second was its alliance with the financiers in
Shanghai after occupying the city, which made it possible for the
Guomindang force to dramatically increase its revenues by borrowing
from the bankers and selling government bonds. The revenues thus
generated fuelled the Guomindang’s continuous Northern Expedition in
North China, which finished in June  when its troops occupied
Beijing. The third step was its decision to restore China’s autonomy in
maritime customs in December  after unifying the country, which
quickly made maritime customs the most importance source of the
central government’s revenue (accounting for about  per cent of its
total income in the late s and early s; see Table ).

Guangdong and the Northern Expedition

The reasons behind Sun’s frustrations lay partly in his reliance on warlord
forces in the absence of a military force under his own control. He first
sought support from the warlords of Guangxi, who, however, came to

42 Wilbur, ‘Military Separatism’, pp. –, –, ; McCord, The Power of the
Gun, pp. –.

43 Waldron, From War to Nationalism, pp. –.
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control the Military Government and turned Sun into a figurehead; later,
he turned to warlord Chen Jiongming (–), who nevertheless
firmly opposed Sun’s idea of a Northern Expedition and only wanted
to build his stronghold locally. Sun also attempted in late  to ally
with the Fengtian clique to attack Zhili clique, and later with Feng
Yuxiang after Feng defeated warlord Wu Peifu in October  and
terminated the Zhili clique’s control of the Beijing government. It was
on his trip to Beijing at the invitation of Feng and other strongmen in
seeking the unification of China that Sun died, leaving behind a will to
remind his followers that ‘the revolution has not been
successfully concluded’.44

A more fundamental reason leading to Sun’s failures, however, was the
inability of his government to generate enough revenues before ,
which in turn had to do with the fragmented political map of
Guangdong in the early s. When he came back to Guangzhou in
February  after defeating Chen Jiongming with the help of the
Guangxi and Yunan armies, Sun found that the only place where his
orders were effective was Guangzhou itself, and the rest of Guangdong
remained in the hands of either Chen’s forces or the troops from
Yunnan, Guangxi, Hunan, or as far as Henan. As a result, his
government only collected . million yuan in revenue in the first half
of  mostly by farming out tax collection to merchants. The
financial ministers of his government stepped down one after another
because of the huge difficulties in raising enough revenue.45

A turning point in Sun’s military build-up was the financial aid and
military supplies that he received from the Soviet Russia after May
, which included a loan of  million rubles in , various aids in
the amount of . million rubles in , and at least . million
rubles in .46 The Soviet aid made it possible for Sun to establish

44 Wilbur, Sun Yat-sen, p. .
45 Qin Qingjun 秦慶鈞 (), ‘Beifa zhanzheng shiqi de Guangdong sheng caizheng’

北伐戰爭時期的廣東省財政 [‘Finance in Guangdong Province during the Northern
Expedition Period’], in Zhongguo renmin zhengzhi xieshang huiyi Guangdongsheng
Guangzhoushi weiyuanhui wenshi ziliao yanjiu weiyuanhui 中國人民政治協商會議廣

東省廣州市委員會文史資料研究委員會(ed.), Guangzhou wenshi ziliao 廣州文史資料,
no. , pp. –. See also Wilbur, ‘Military Separatism’, pp. –.

46 Zhu Hong 朱洪 (), ‘Dageming shiqi Sulian he Gongchanguoji dui Guo-Gong
liang dang jingji yuanzhu zhi bijiao’ 大革命時期蘇聯和共產國際對國共兩黨經濟援

助之比較研究 [‘A Comparison between the Aids to the Guomindang and the CCP
Provided by the Soviet Union and the Cominintern during the Great Revolution
Period’], Dang de wenxian 黨的文獻, no. , pp. –.
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the Whampoa Military Academy in May  and to deploy his newly
established forces, including students from the academy, for two ‘Eastern
Expeditions’ in February and October , respectively, which eventually
subjugated the forces of Chen Jiongming and other local warlords and
brought the entire province under the Nationalist government.
The two years following the unification of Guangdong saw the

explosion of the Nationalist government’s revenue. Its tax incomes in
, for example, increased from about  million yuan in the first half
of the year to . million yuan in the second half, when the Nationalist
government quickly expanded its control of the province, thus bringing
its annual tax revenue in the entire year to more than  million yuan,
which nearly doubled its  level (. million yuan). The growth of
the Nationalist government’s tax revenues in Guangdong was even
more dramatic in the following two years, to  million yuan in 

and . million yuan in , which was more than  times its 
level and . times Guangdong province’s annual revenue (. million
taels) in the last years of the Qing.47 Therefore, the province’s
unification alone cannot explain the skyrocketing of its revenue. More
important to Guangdong’s fiscal strength were the measures taken by
Song Ziwen (Tse-ven Soong or T. V. Soong) (–), a Ph.D. in
economics from Columbia University, who began his service as the
financial minister of the Nationalist government and the head of the
financial department of Guangdong province in September .48 The
measures he implemented fell into the following categories:

 centralizing the collection and management of government revenues,
such as
• taking over the power of tax collection from military forces in the
localities they stationed,

• terminating the practice of farming out tax collection to merchants,
• prohibiting the retaining of tax monies by the military or any civilian
institutions, and

• dispatching personnel to the newly occupied areas to establish local
financial, offices directly answering to the provincial government;

47 Qin Qingjun, ‘Beifa zhanzheng shiqi de Guangdong sheng caizheng’, pp. , .
One silver tael equalled . silver yuan in .

48 Wu Jingping 吳景平 (), Song Ziwen zhuan 宋子文傳 [Biography of Song Ziwen],
Fujian renmin chubanshe, Fuzhou, pp. –.
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 bureaucratizing the tax collecting agencies, such as
• incorporating the preexisting separate institutions for collecting taxes
on stamps, gambling, and opium prohibition into a unified system
under the financial ministry,

• creating the statistics department within the ministry to enhance its
accounting and auditing abilities,

• building a province-wide force against the smuggling of
commodities, and

• most importantly, recruiting civil servants of the ministry through
examinations to open to the public and punishing their involvement
in corruption;

 consolidating the major sources of tax revenues, such as
• reorganizing the channels for stamps sales, extending the collection of
stamp taxes to alcohol and firecrackers, standardizing the use of
stamps on all commodities (together, these measures brought the
annual income from stamp taxes from . million to . million
yuan in ),

• collecting a special tax on kerosene (which generated more than 

million yuan in the second half of ),
• surveying and taxing the sand fields along the coast (which resulted in
an increase by more than a million yuan annually),

• monopolizing the sales of opium through the prohibition of its
smuggling (as a result, the six-month income from this source
increased from  million yuan in  to more than  million yuan
next year),

• surveying and auditing the collection of lijin on all domestic
commodities and increasing its collection rate by  percent in
January  and an additional  percent the next month (the
annual revenue from this source along thus increased by  times to
nearly  million yuan in ),

• collecting a ‘domestic tax’ on all goods at the rate of . percent on
ordinary items and  percent on luxury items (which began in late
 and generated about five million yuan annually), and

• selling public bonds (totalling . million yuan by September )
instead of issuing extra amount of paper currency by the Central Bank
to safeguard its creditability and avoid runaway price inflation.49

49 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part
, pp. –; Qin Qingjun, ‘Beifa zhanzheng shiqi de Guangdong sheng caizheng’,
pp. –.
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This is an impressive list. Together, these measures produced a
centralized, efficient bureaucracy able to fully tap into the financial
resources of a province that was only next to Jiangsu in economic
prosperity and even more developed in domestic and foreign trading
than the latter. The results of these measures were surprising. In a
matter of only two years since Song’s tenure as the financial minister,
Guangdong province’s annual tax revenue, as noted earlier, multiplied
to more than  million yuan by , which made the Nationalist
force the financially most solvent among all competing military forces
throughout the country.
For years, the Fengtian clique had been the most affluent force, with an

annual revenue of more than  million yuan from its three Manchurian
provinces in the mid-s, which militarily made the clique the most
competitive among all warlord forces. With no challengers in North China
after defeating the Zhili clique, it came to control Beijing government in
. But the rise of the Nationalist force in Guangdong changed this
situation. What backed the Nationalist force’s meteoric rise was the
building of a centralized and efficient fiscal machine engineered by Song
Ziwen that mobilized the province’s financial resources to its fullest extent.
Song’s financial policies in Guangdong were exorbitant. The lijin and

‘miscellaneous taxes’, which accounted for the largest portion of the
province’s revenue, covered almost all kinds of goods and services at a
collection rate unseen before. Li Zongren, who ruled Guangxi after
 and later joined the Northern Expedition, thus honestly described
Song’s measures in Guangdong as ‘draining the pond to catch all the
fish’ ( jiezeeryu) and ‘ruthless taxation and extortionate collection’
(hengzhengbaolian).50 Nevertheless, Song’s policies worked. The ample
revenue they generated provided an indispensable fiscal base on which
the Nationalist force started the Northern Expedition in June  and
succeeded swiftly on the battleground. According to Song Ziwen’s
report on the Nationalist government’s fiscal condition during the year
from October  to September , the total revenue of the
Nationalist government in Guangdong reached . million yuan, and
its expenditure also expanded to . million yuan, of which .
million yuan (. per cent) was spent on the military.51 Until as late as

50 Tang Degang 唐德剛 (ed.) (), Li Zongren huiyilu 李宗仁回憶錄 [A Memoir of Li

Zongren], Guangxi shifan daxue chubanshe, Guilin, p. .
51 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part

, p. .
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November , when the Nationalist force had fully occupied Hunan,
Jiangxi, Fujian, and Hubei province, and were ready to march up to
Henan province and down to the lower Yangzi region, Guangdong
province was the only source from which the Nationalist force derived
its revenue. And the monthly spending on the military and war
increased by . million yuan as the Northern Expedition extended into
Henan, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu provinces.52 As Song proudly stated: ‘as
the revolutionary base, Guangdong province alone shouldered the
expenses of a countrywide revolution in China. The recent military
campaigns across central China as well as the cost of Northern
Expedition have all relied on Guangdong.’53 The success of the
Northern Expedition, to be sure, had to do with multiple factors,
including the high morale and strict discipline of the Nationalist forces
and popular support to them, as well as the collaboration of the forces
from Guangxi and Feng Yuxiang’s army from the north-west and, on
the other hand, the lack of coordination among the warlords in the
middle and lower Yangzi regions. But key to the Nationalist force’s
combat capabilities and triumph on the battleground were its quick
expansion from , soldiers at the beginning of the expedition to
, men by early , the ample supply of weapons and
ammunition for it, and generous stipends on its soldiers54—all these
would not happen without the unparalleled revenue from Guangdong
province that sustained the Nationalist force until early .

The plight of the Nationalist government in Wuhan

The Nationalist forces’ control of Hubei in late  and, more
importantly, their occupation of Shanghai in March  changed the
way the Northern Expedition was fuelled. Shortly after the relocation of
the Nationalist government from Guangzhou to Wuhan in January
, Hubei replaced Guangdong as the primary source of its revenue.
In the view of Financial Minister Song Ziwen, Guangdong had been
‘extremely vulnerable and completely exhausted’ (kongxu ji yi, luojue ju

52 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part
, vol. , p. .

53 Wu Jingping, Song Ziwen zhuan, p. .
54 Zeng Xianlin 曾憲林, Zeng Chenggui 曾成貴, and Jiang Xia 江峽 (), Beiyang

junfa shi 北洋軍閥史 [A History of the Northern Warlords], Sichuan renmin chubanshe,
Chengdu, pp. , .
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qiong) after supporting the Northern Expedition for a year; it was
imperative, therefore, for other provinces that had come under the
Nationalist government to share the financial burden with
Guangdong.55 With Guangdong no longer a viable major source of its
revenue and other provinces reluctant to contribute their revenues to it
before financial unification in the occupied areas, the Nationalist
government in Wuhan had to rely on Hubei province as the major
source of its tax incomes. Song tried some of the measures in Hubei
that he had successfully done in Guangdong to maximize his
government’s revenues. Unfortunately, Hubei was very different. Having
endured successive wars between different forces for more than a
decade, the economy in the province was yet to recover from prolonged
recession; thus, despite the same measures enforced in Hubei as in
Guangdong, the Nationalist government in Wuhan was only able to
collect about  million yuan from various taxes from September 

to September , which was only about  per cent of the annual
revenue that the Guangdong government had generated through
taxation prior to September .56 As a result, the Wuhan government
had to rely on issuing public bonds, borrowing from banks, and
printing paper currency as the major sources of its revenue (accounting
for . per cent of its total revenue during the same period).57

Having not firmly controlled the province, however, the Nationalist
government in Wuhan found it difficult to gain full collaboration from
local business and financial elites. Its growing tension with the
Nationalist force in Nanjing and the subsequent embargo by the latter
only worsened its insolvency. The Wuhan government thus had to
introduce the radical policy of freezing the outflow of cash from Wuhan
and banning the use of currencies other than the paper notes it printed,
which only alienated local business elites and caused runaway inflation
and further economic recession.58 Having lost its financial creditability,
the Wuhan government found it increasingly difficult to raise funds
through public borrowing or printing paper notes, and it would soon

55 Wu Jingping, Song Ziwen zhuan, pp. , .
56 Jia Shiyi, Minguo xu caizheng shi (), pp. , –.
57 Wu Jingping, Song Ziwen zhuan, pp. –.
58 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part

, pp. –; Yang Tianshi楊天石 (ed.) (), Zhonghua minguo shi, di er bian, di wu juan,
Beifa zhanzheng yu Beiyang junfa de fumie 中華民國史 第二編 第五卷 北伐戰爭與北洋軍閥

的覆滅 [History of the Republic of China, part , vol. , The Northern Expedition and the Demise of the

Northern Warlords], Zhonghua shuju, Beijing, pp. –.
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give up in its competition with both the warlords in North China and the
Nationalist force in the lower Yangzi region.

Re-energizing the Northern Expedition

The schism between the left and right wings among the Nationalists
started well before the Northern Expedition. By and large, the leftists
assembled around Wang Jingwei (–), head of the Nationalist
government in Guangdong after July  and later the president of the
Nationalist government in Wuhan after his trip from France in April
, who insisted on collaborating with the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) in his government and the military, while Chiang Kai-shek, the
generalissimo of the Nationalist Army, led the rightist group that
opposed the CCP’s radicalism and the Guomindang’s united front with
it. The tension between the two sides mounted over the course of the
Northern Expedition, especially after the occupation of Shanghai in
March , and developed into open confrontation between the
Nationalist government in Wuhan and another Nationalist government
started by Chiang in Nanjing on  April , who ruthlessly purged
the communists from the cities he controlled. Chiang eventually
prevailed over the left-wing Nationalists, after a few months of power
consolidation within the Guomindang in late  that allowed him to
resume his position as the generalissimo in January  and to restart
the Northern Expedition three months later.59

The most important reason behind Chiang’s rise as the new leader of
the Nationalists and his success in competing with the left-wing
opponents within the Guomindang and defeating the warlords in North
China during the second phase of the Northern Expedition was his
control of Shanghai and the lower Yangzi region, the most prosperous
area of the country, which allowed him to take advantage of the
abundance of financial resources in this area.
Chiang’s personal background as a native of Zhejiang and his earlier

career in – as a broker for Shanghai Securities and Commodity
Exchange run by Yu Qiaqing (–), once a leader of the
Shanghai Chamber of Commerce, were key to his success in connecting
himself to the financiers in Shanghai, who mostly originated from his

59 Jay Taylor (), The Generalissimo: Chiang Kai-shek and the Struggle for Modern China,
Cambridge, MA: Belknap, pp. –.

CENTRAL IZED REGIONALISM 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501


home province. To collaborate with Chiang, Yu soon created the
Shanghai Association of Commerce in March  to replace the
disorganized Shanghai Chamber of Commerce that had sided with
warlord Sun Chuanfang and to show his open support for Chiang’s
Nationalist force. After his arrival in Shanghai, Chiang took action to
purge the communists by arresting and killing hundreds of them. Two
days after establishing the Nationalist government in Nanjing in April
, Chiang officially set up the Jiangsu and Shanghai Financial
Committee, with ten of its  members appointed from the business
and financial leaders in Shanghai and Jiangsu, and headed by Chen
Guangfu (K. P. Chen, –), president of Shanghai Banking
Association, whose primary duty was to raise funds for the Nationalist
government. In exchange, Chiang granted the committee complete
authority in appointing and managing all of the financial institutions of
the Nationalist government.60 The committee’s first action was to make
a short-term loan of  million yuan and another loan of  million yuan
for Chiang in April .61 A bigger step it took was to assist the
Nationalist government in issuing  million yuan of government bonds
in May , to be guaranteed by the government’s additional revenue
in the future through an increase in maritime customs by . per
cent)62; to that end, another committee consisting of  members—
mostly business leaders from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shanghai—was
created to manage the funds raised through the bonds.63 In October
, the Nationalist government issued another  million yuan of
government bonds, again guaranteed by the government’s revenue from
increased maritime customs.64

The sale of large amounts of government bonds, however, turned out to
be a huge challenge to both Chiang and buyers. For Chiang, raising
enough money in a timely manner through the sales of government
bonds was ‘where the lifeblood of all the affairs of the army, the
government, and the party lie’. So desperate was his need for funds for

60 Wu Jingping, Song Ziwen zhuan, pp. –.
61 Shanghaishi dang’anguan上海市檔案館 (ed.) (), Yi jiu er qi nian de Shanghai shengye

lianhehui 一九二七年的上海商業聯合會 [The Shanghai Association of Commerce in ],
Shanghai renmin chubanshe, Shanghai, pp. –.

62 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part
., vol. , pp. –.

63 Shanghaishi dang’anguan (ed.), Yi jiu er qi nian de Shanghai shengye lianhehui, pp. –.
64 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part

., vol. , pp. –.
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the newly established government in Nanjing and the consolidation of his
military control in Jiangsu and Zhejiang that he pleaded for help in his
letter to Chen Guangfu in May  with these words: ‘the life and
death of the party and the state, as well as the glory and shame of the
nation, all depend on this [the sales of government bonds].’65 The
bankers and business owners, for their part, tried to reduce or delay
under various excuses their purchase of the bonds that had been
apportioned among them. Chiang, therefore, repeatedly turned to
compulsory measures. For instance, to compel the Shanghai branch of
the Bank of China to advance  million yuan to satisfy the urgent
needs of military spending when the sales of the bonds proceeded
slowly, Chiang threatened the branch’s manager, who had financed the
Nationalist government in Wuhan, with the accusation of ‘blockading
the revolution’ (zuai gemeng) and ‘intending to side with the rebels’ ( youyi
funi).66 He ordered the arrest of the businessmen or their family
members and the confiscation of their properties under the excuse of
their counter-revolutionary activities in assisting warlords before, when
the latter failed to buy the required amount of bonds.67 Such threats
and compulsions could be temporarily effective in obtaining the funds
he wanted, but could not be counted on as a regular means to generate
the needed money. Therefore, the sales of another  million yuan of
bonds in October  was exceptionally sluggish when the purchase of
them was intended to be voluntary. Trapped in his prolonged
confrontation with the Nationalist government in Wuhan, his defeat by
the northern warlord force in Xuzhou, and the retreat of the
Nationalist Army back to the south of the Yangzi River, Chiang
stepped down from his generalissimo position in August , to allow
time for a reconciliation between Wuhan and Nanjing and for his own
rebuilding of personal connections with financial leaders in Shanghai.68

As anticipated, Chiang came back to power in January  when he
faced a new situation: the Nationalist government in Wuhan had been
relocated to Nanjing to join the Nationalist government there, Chiang
himself had married Soong Meiling in December  and thus

65 Shanghaishi dang’anguan (ed.), Yi jiu er qi nian de Shanghai shengye lianhehui, p. .
66 Wang Zhenghua 王正華 (), ‘ nian Jiang Jieshi yu Shanghai jinrong jie de

guanxi’  年蔣介石與上海金融界的關係 [‘Jiang Jieshi’s Relationship with the
Financial Circle in Shanghai in ’], Jindaishi yanjiu 近代史研究, no. , p. .

67 Parks Coble (), The Shanghai Capitalists and the Nationalist Government, –,
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, pp. –.

68 Ibid., pp. –.
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became Song Ziwen’s brother-in-law, and, most importantly, Song Ziwen
had accepted the position of the Minister of Finance in the Nanjing
government right before Chiang’s resumption of the generalissimo
position. With Song’s help, the Nanjing government’s fiscal situation
quickly improved in . In a matter of six months after he became
the financial minister of the Nanjing government, Song raised a total of
 million yuan (!) through bank loans, sales of government bonds, and
taxation.69 This generous funding made it possible for Chiang to restart
the Northern Expedition and launch a full-scale campaign against the
Fengtian-clique forces in the northern provinces in April . During
the height of the war, Song was required to provide . million yuan
every five days. He did the job and, in fact, generated much more than
the required amount.70

The Northern Expedition culminated in the Nationalist force’s
occupation of Beijing in June. The Nationalist government in Nanjing
thus formally declared the unification of China on  June . This,
however, reflected more of the Nationalists’ political determination than
the reality in the country, because the Fengtian clique, who had
withdrawn from Beijing, still controlled the three north-eastern
provinces. To march into the vast area of Manchuria and defeat the
military forces of the Fengtian clique would be the most challenging
task for the Nationalists. Fortunately, after Zhang Zuolin, who had
resisted the Japanese pressure for further control of Manchuria, died of
an explosion planned by the Japanese Kwantung Army on  June ,
his son Zhang Xueliang, as the new leader of the Fengtian clique,
accepted the leadership of the Nanjing government on  December
 and thus made all of the Chinese provinces officially unified.71

China as a latecomer: from regional to national
in state-making

To sum up, what propelled the rise of regional fiscal-military states in
Republican China was the dynamics of centralized regionalism. It
originated from regionalized centralism of the late-Qing period; one can
easily identify the various direct or indirect links between the

69 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part
.., pp. –.

70 Jia Shiyi, Minguo xu caizheng shi (), p. .
71 Taylor, The Generalissimo, p. .
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regionalization of military, fiscal, and administrative power after the s
on the one hand and the rise of provincial strongmen and warlord
cliques in the early Republican years on the other. However, the
centralized regionalism of the early Republican era was essentially
different from the regionalized centralism of the late-Qing decades. First,
the regional powers of the early Republican years were highly
independent of the central government’s military, fiscal, and even
administrative systems, and their independence was often openly justified;
the military strongmen of different regions used the rhetoric or concepts
they invented to legitimize the various civil and military programmes in
areas under their exclusive control, unlike the provincial governors or
governors general of the late-Qing period who had to keep their informal
or non-statutory practices in generating and spending extra revenues in a
hidden or disguised manner, and whose regionalized measures usually
appeared as expedient solutions to the crises that confronted them.
Second, and more importantly, the relationship between the central

government and regional forces in early Republican years was
fundamentally different from that in the late-Qing period. Under
regionalized centralism, the Qing court, though unable to put regional
resources and civil or military positions (especially those of the newly
created institutions) under its complete control, effectively dominated
individual provinces by making or revoking appointments to key
positions at the provincial level. It also had the ultimate power to
reallocate the revenues generated and officially reported by provincial
authorities and, most importantly, to deploy all of the military units
stationed throughout the country—a situation that remained true until
the last years of the Qing. The provincial civil and military leaders
could only exercise their discretion and autonomy within the scope
allowed by the centre; by no means could they openly challenge the
authority and legality of the imperial court. Centralism, in a word, was
the most defining characteristic of the relationship between the central
and regional authorities in the late-Qing period; regional autonomy
existed and functioned within, rather than outside, the framework of a
highly centralized government system.
In sharp contrast, the regional strongmen and warlord leaders of the

early Republican years had complete control of the military and fiscal
resources as well as the administrative system within the areas they
occupied. Instead of submitting to the authority of the central
government, they often openly challenged the latter and even used
violence to oust their opponents from the top positions of the
government; they were essentially a force of regionalism in nature.

CENTRAL IZED REGIONALISM 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501


Finally, and most importantly, late-Qing regionalized centralism, while
allowing the dynasty to survive domestic turmoil and foreign intrusions
and even witness a three-decade restoration, also undermined the
central government’s control of regional resources and institutions; once
the Han elites who generated and managed such resources lost their
allegiance to the imperial house, the latter would become extremely
fragile, as seen in the last few months of the Qing when the provincial
authorities declared their independence from the imperial court one
after another. The regional leaders of the early Republic, for their part,
did not seek the independence of their provinces from the central
government, despite their defiance of the authority of both Beijing
before  or Nanjing afterwards. Quite the reverse—whenever a
warlord launched a military campaign against his enemy, his excuse
was precisely to defend China’s political unity and national interests or
to maintain peace and order in the country.72 As a matter of fact,
national unification was not merely a rhetoric disguising the warlords’
abuse of violence for self-aggrandizement; to engage in war and defeat
their competitors was also the best way for the most ambitious warlords
to survive the competition and strengthen themselves.
To make sense of the Chinese path to modern nation state, let us put it

in the larger context of state-making in world history. By and large, we can
distinguish between two different paths to the rise of a centralized and
unified national state. One is found among the first-comers, such as
England, France, and some other West and Northwestern European
states. These countries first achieved the goal of expanding and
consolidating their territories from as early as the tenth to the thirteenth
centuries through conquest and thereby formed a centralized national
monarchy; in the following centuries, they further consolidated state
power by turning the monarch’s indirect rule of the country into direct
rule—that is, to eliminate the autonomy of intermediary forces such as
priests, landed aristocrats, urban oligarchs, or privileged warriors while
establishing a standing army to replace the mercenaries and enlarging
the government bureaucracy to enhance its abilities of tax extraction
and hence military build-up. The other path prevailed among the
latecomers to the modern national states, such as Germany and Italy, as
well as the Asian states that survived Western colonialism in the

72 Zhongguo dier lishi dang’an guan (ed.), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, part
, vol. , pp. , , , , , , –, . See also Philip Kuhn (), Origins of the
Modern Chinese State, Stanford University Press, Stanford, p. .
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nineteenth century. The biggest challenge for these countries in the course
of modern state-making was the existence of multiple regional states in a
fragmented territory and the predominance of, or direct occupation by,
foreign power over parts of their territories. State-making for the
latecomers, therefore, meant first of all eliminating foreign dominance
and building the territorial foundation for a future, unified state. Thus,
instead of the penetration of a national state down to the regional level
as seen among the first-comers, here state-making typically unfolded
from the regional to the national level, beginning with the competition
among regional fiscal-military states, each of which aimed to centralize
state power and modernize the military, and culminating in the rise of
the most powerful regional state that established its national dominance
after defeating all other regional competitors and/or recovering its
territory from foreign occupation. By accident, both Germany and Italy
finished the task of territorial unification in ; in the same year, all of
the regional daimyos in Japan returned their territories to the newly
established central government. For the latecomers, the regional powers
(Prussia for Germany, Piedmont for Italy, and Satsuma-Choshu for
Japan) played the most decisive role in the making of a modern
national state.
By and large, China took the bottom-up path of state-making, but it was

different from other latecomers in at least three ways. First, it was huge
geographically, which meant that there were necessarily more domestic
competitors for national hegemony than in any other countries of small
size; defeating the rivals and achieving the goals of national unification
and power centralization was more difficult for the Chinese state-makers.
Second, China was confronted with a geopolitical environment that was
much harsher than that of the other latecomers, because of the threats
from foreign powers that all appeared to be stronger and wealthier than
China and, in particular, because of the existence of a militarily
aggressive neighbour (Japan) that turned out to be the biggest barrier to
China’s quest for a centralized, unitary state. Third, unlike Germany or
Italy, which had built a strong and centralized regional state before they
embarked on the course of territorial expansion and national unification,
the regional states in early Republican China, for all their efforts in
military build-up, economic reconstruction, and power consolidation at
home, remained in the rudimentary stage of state-making; there was still
a long way for each of them to go before building a strong economy, an
efficient bureaucracy, and a powerful military machine. For the
Guomindang state that established its national dominance in the late
s, how to consolidate its rule and turn China into a truly unified and

CENTRALIZED REGIONALISM 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501


centralized nation state remained the most challenging task in the decades
to come.
Nevertheless, the key factors driving the rise of nation states in early

modern and modern Europe also worked to varying degrees in China.
Among such factors are geopolitical setting, fiscal constitution, and
socio-economic structure. The regional powers from Manchuria and
Guangdong, and, to a lesser degree, from Shanxi and Guangxi,
prevailed over their opponents, or survived the fierce competitions,
precisely because of the favourable location of the region they
controlled, the centralized apparatuses they built for mobilization and
extraction, and ultimately the socio-economic conditions that determine
the availability of resources for extraction. In his study of the formation
of modern European states, Charles Tilly distinguishes three patterns in
which economy conditioned state activities. In ‘coercion-intensive’
regions where agriculture predominated, he posits, the rulers turned
primarily to head taxes and land taxes for war-making and other
activities, and, to that end, created large fiscal machines and left a wide
array of power to local elites; in ‘capital-intensive’ regions where the
economy was commercialized, the state turned to customs and excise
that were convenient to collect as well as the readily available credit as
sources of state revenue, hence resulting in limited and segmented
central apparatuses. Between the two ideal types was the third pattern in
regions of ‘capitalized coercion’, where the state extracted resources from
both land and trade and thus created dual state structures in which the
landed elites confronted as well as collaborated with financiers.73

To some degree, this typology is illuminating for understanding the
regional states in warlord China. In provinces where subsistence
agriculture predominated, the local warlord regime had to rely excessively
on coercion to extract economic resources for military build-up or
self-profiteering. In Sichuan, for instance, the individual warlords of
garrison districts competed for taxing the cultivators by increasing the
frequency of collection to as many as ten to  times a year or collecting
in advance the land taxes of the future years to as far as ,74 but none
of them made serious efforts on state-making at the regional or national
level. In sharp contrast, the military leaders of Guangdong and
Manchuria, by fully tapping into local economic resources, succeeded in
turning themselves into the most formidable contenders for national

73 Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, p. .
74 Ch’en, The Military-Gentry Coalition, p. .
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dominance. In addition to taxing the land, they both relied primarily on the
revenues from trade, industry, and modern financing. Their approach to
regional state-building, therefore, resembled more or less the pattern of
capitalized coercion in Tilly’s terminology. In the final analysis,
geopolitical and socio-economic conditions critically shaped the
competitiveness of regional warlord forces, but the most decisive factor
that determined the result of their competitions remained the methods
whereby they mobilized the economic and financial resources available
from the territories they controlled and turned them into revenues and
hence fiscal-military strength. Those who enjoyed geopolitical and
socio-economic advantages and at the same time built a highly centralized
and unified state were the most competitive. The Nationalist regime
prevailed over all others precisely because of a combination of all these
factors in its state-building efforts by .
All in all, the rise of regional fiscal-military states in Manchuria,

Guangdong, and other provinces is best seen as the most important
breakthrough in the century-long process of state-rebuilding in China; it
reversed the trend of regionalization and fragmentation that had
persisted since the mid-nineteenth century, leading China to the
recentralization of state power and reunification of its political
landscape. The state-making efforts by those regional forces were
reminiscent of the most exciting moments in the courses of state-making
in other parts of the world. Manchuria under the Fengtian clique, for
instance, could have likely played a role in the unification of China
similarly to Prussia in Germany had its developments not been
impeded and impaired by Japanese penetration throughout the early
Republican years. The Nationalists’ efforts to establish a strong and
healthy fiscal regime in Guangdong under Financial Minister Song
Ziwen, which were central to the Guomindang’s rise as the most
competitive force in South China, echoed in many ways the measures
taken by Cavour (–), Minister of Finance (and later the prime
minister) of Piedmont-Sardinia, which enabled the northern Italian
kingdom to take the lead in unifying Italy. Thus, contrary to the old
image of ‘warlordism’ involving incessant warfare, dislocation, chaos,
corruption, and all other symptoms of political decay, the late s
and the s were a key link in the making of a modern Chinese state.
It was during this period that the long-term trend of decentralization
and disintegration came to a halt, yielding to the rise of multiple
centralized regional states, which paved the way for further efforts of
centralization and unification by the Nationalists, and later the
communists, in the next two decades after .
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