                                                                   VALDO FERRETTI
      Chinese  Views of the Soviet Union and the background of the Xi’an Incident

New  research and made available sources have confirmed that in the history of the road to the Marco Polo Bridge Incident of July 7, 1937 two cycles of events interacted with each other. On the one hand it is apparent that a continuing thread ran from the Japanese penetration in North China up to the Chino-Soviet non-aggression treaty of August 21, 1937. On the other hand the above mentioned North China problem gave origin to the movement aiming to set up the so-called Second United Front, which in its turn, though indirectly, led to the Xi’an Incident of December 12, 1936. 

The former basically consisted of a non-aggression engagement, which was later completed through additional agreements concerning financial and other kinds of assistance offered by the Soviet Union to China. It was prompted by the Japanese invasion of China in August 1937, after talks had formally started  in January of the same year ,following contacts and soundings, whose beginning we shall discuss later. Related negotiations  had been slowed down before the crisis of July 1937 as the Chinese had  tried to obtain a general assistance treaty, and the Soviet had insisted that before any bilateral entente, both countries should subscribe a general pact valid in the Pacific area.

 The Xi’an Incident in its turn is a major event in Contemporary Chinese history, which I will very rapidly resume and take for known by all my listeners to-day. It  notoriously was a sort of coup d’état , as two generals supporting the Second United Front strategy, Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng, arrested the Chief of the Nanjing National Government Jiang Jieshi, who had come to the Shaanxi capital on purpose of taking the military command of armies there and to launch an offensive aimed to destroy the small Red Army, which was quartered  in its sanctuary of Yan’an. After a conference lasting up to the Christmas day of 1936, where both envoys of the communist party and of the National Government took part, the Generalissimo was released on conditions which have not fully revealed up to now, but probably after he gave his assent  to suspending the Civil War, thus anticipating the collaboration between both Chinese Armies, which was to be formally implemented after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident of 1937.  

Negotiations between Guomindang, or the Nanjing Government, and the Chinese Communist Party, which broadly speaking covered the period between the Summer of 1935 and the end of 1936 paralleled both developments. Jiang Jieshi however was trying at that same time to build an entente with the Soviet Union, in order to restrain the advance of the Japanese Army, but it is an open question in which way soundings of the Soviet Government and of the Communists belonged to a coherent strategy or to which extent  both projects were co-ordinated by the Nanjing Government. It looks also as if the approach to the Soviets were conceived inside the dominating group of GMD independently from initial   contacts with the Communist party, thus issuing the problem to historians about whether either avenue may have been only a corollary of the other one or had been conceived independently.

The subject of Soviet-Chinese relations obviously is related to that of  the relationships between the Soviet Union and the CCP, on which notoriously discussions among historians have been focusing in the past decade. It becomes fundamental as a consequence to inquire how both Communists and Nationalists were weighing the Soviet factor and which images of Russia were held in both Chinese camps, in order to understand the full canvass of the triangle between Nanjing, Moscow and Ya’nan in the second half of the 1930s.

              The analysis of the above picture implies some questions, both relating to the contents of historical facts and to more technical or documentary matters that have been answered up to now only partly. Among the former a quite curious contradiction has come up. Following the end of the Soviet Union and of the Cold War, Soviet archives were open, albeit incompletely. In our case however that kind of sources was not specially useful as new information and discoveries have come instead specially from published Chinese materials or thanks to researchers who enjoyed the chance to see unpublished documents in China. Moreover if we read previously known Soviet sources in the light of new materials, which have been made available in the last ten years, interesting insights look possible. In this connection, the DVPSSSR, the old collection of published Soviet diplomatic documents, in my opinion still has something to offer,

As to the reconstruction of factual events, the task to colleague correctly the negotiations between Jiang Jieshi and the Soviet Union with contacts between GMD and CCP from 1935 to 1937, still poses many problems also, and probably waits for its final historian.   

In the frame of the above sketched perspective, I will try to summarise few points and present some remarks, by starting from the impact of Japanese advance in North China in the Summer of 1935 and comparing  few different sources. 

According to recent Chinese research a close adviser of Jiang Jieshi, the former Finance Minister and Chief of the Executive Yuan, Song Ziwen established a contact with the sanctuaries of the Red Army in Shaanxi since November 1935, while an additional attempt in the same direction was tried later by his sister Song Qingling. Another witness however, which does not report the same facts, i.e. the memoirs of Chen Lifu, a faithful adviser of Generalissimo and one of the leaders of the so-called CC clique of GMD, has ascribed the first step to the communists. He claims that on September 23d 1935, the author received a letter from Zhou Enlai, which bore the date of September1, 1935.It is  obvious that if the starting contact was laid by the Songs, Li does not say the truth, but that also, if the first step had been taken by other GMD people, his witness looks false, unless Chen ignored what the Songs did . However Chen Lifu’s role in that business  was certainly real as other sources tell us that the Military Attaché in Moscow Deng Wenyi got the following year  the suggestion from Pan Hannian, a Chinese member of Komintern to contact Chen’s brother Guofu in Nanjing, while Lifu certainly played a role in the subsequent negotiations with both the communists and the Russians. As Chen’s memoirs confirm the link between Chen and Pan, one may suspect that both channels actually worked. In other words it is possible that Chen and the Songs did not inform each other of their initiatives and that Jiang Jieshi only have been aware of the entire plot. Of course  all that  entails additional implications.

 For Song Qingling and Song Ziwen motivations may have been at least partly different. The former wife of Sun Zhong-shan had criticised and rejected Jiang Jieshi’s choices in 1927 and did not nourish hostile feelings to the CCP like his brother-in-law. Hence her attitude probably revealed a personal motive or  ideological  features. In the case of Song Ziwen, things were surely more complex. He was an outstanding leader of the so-called  Anglo-American or European faction of GMD, which right in 1935 succeeded to beat Japan by carrying out with British and American sustain the Reform of the Chinese monetary and banking system. Since early in the 30s Song was said to pursue the project of  a political compromise with CCP, aiming to put an end to the Civil War,  and to intend to reach at the same time a diplomatic alignment with European powers  like Britain and France, through which to check Japan .

 It should be noted in my impression, that the Soviet Union was not absent from these schemes from the beginning. At the heyday of Song’s power, in 1932 Foreign  Minister Luo Wengan had studied a project of neutrality treaty with Russia, while for the middle and the late thirties the above background had not waned, a point on which I would take into consideration the contribution of two contemporary historians. According to Liu Jie, Chinese diplomats belonging to the European faction, headed by Song, tried in May 1936 to start a concrete initiative. The ambassador of the Nanjing government to France, the veteran Gu Weijun ( known among the westerners as Wellington Koo), addressed to Paris  for help, but French politicians replied that the Soviet Union, however an ally of Paris, was in a much better position to help China because of her powerful military means. Later he went on with analogous initiatives at the League of Nations in Geneva. Afterwards, following instructions from home, the ambassador to the Soviet Union Jiang  Tingfu broached The People Commissioner for Foreign Affairs Litvinov in  Moscow stressing the same concepts. In a thoughtful report Gu claimed that Britain, France and Russia were all powers interested in keeping the international Status Quo. Hence according to him, though contrary to resort to war, they looked with favour to China and were on her side against the Japanese menace. Instead to cultivate projects of collaboration with Italy and Germany, Gu suggested rapprochement to the democratic powers.

Though Liu Jie does not go so far, it seems me that Gu’s words had an implicit meaning. In the frame of the Franco-Soviet alliance of 1935-36 and of Ltvinov’s pro-League policy, some observers thought in Europe that an Anglo-French-Soviet entente or alliance was going to take shape. Hence it looks as if the Chinese Foreign Ministry, after  Wang Jingwei left his office in November 1935, were drawing the conclusion that such a coalition could rebound on the Far East as well. Also it is interesting that according to other scholars after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident of 1937 and after the Chinese-Soviet treaty, Foreign Minister Wang Chunghui, who belonged to the pro-western faction, expected the Soviet Union to intervene in China and crush Japan, if  the League of Nations or an assembly of the signatories of the Nine Powers Treaty of 1922 were to condemn Tokyo as an aggressor.

In sum, inside the Chinese ruling elite, the pro-European faction saw Russia as a possible ally in the military field also, on the ground of a traditional balance of power  based outlook and on the premise that the latter’s military means were stronger than Japan’s. After the Anti-Komintern pact of 1936, they safely deemed  that the growing anti-German coalition in Europe could be used in order to restrain Japan in Asia. In their schemes ideological factors or the care of a possible axis running between Moscow and the Chinese Communist party does not look to have counted for good. 

In such connection I would remark that I do not know any historian who have paid attention to a specific item published in the series of the above mentioned DVPSSSR documents. On July 4, 1935 the Soviet Chargé d’Affaires to China Bogomolov reported that the Finance Minister of the Government of Nanjing, Kong Xiangxi, another brother-in-low of Song Ziwen who belonged to the same political group, paid a visit to him. After hinting to Japanese plans in North China and other matters, Kong asked him what he thought about a possible mutual help agreement between the Soviet Union and China. No immediate results ensued from that interview, but it suggests one reflection. Zhou Enlai’s letter to Chen Lifu of September 1, 1935 started by saying that the rumours of contacts between the national Government and Moscow had reached Zhou’s ears and had been reported by newspapers. Moreover only later initiatives coming from GMD men in order to broach the communists are known , while it was in August 1935 that the VIIth Congress of Komintern recommended  a cease-fire in the Chinese Civil War, by applying pressure on Mao in order attain the United Front against Japan. Hence we may think that, though more sources would be desirable, Kong’s step came before, and may have prompted contacts between GMD and CCP or between the Russians and the Chinese communists, though inside GMD the matter was to be dealt thereafter by men belonging to factions different from that of the  Songs.

Moreover it is not sure that the optics of the latter was shared by all partisans of a military pact with Russia. In october 1935 Jiang Jieshi made Bogomolov undestand that he wanted a “ secret military agreement ” , but the memoirs of Chen Lifu do not mention such episode. They claim that Zhou’s letter was studied by Chen, his brother Guofu and by Jiang Jieshi, who charged Lifu to go secretly to Russia and to negotiate an alliance with the Soviets.  Historians generally take for true his version , according to which after Chen reached Berlin, he received the order not to proceed to Moscow and later was  instructed to come back to China. In Chen’s memoirs the original purpose of his travel was given up for fear of leakage to Japan and of possible armed reactions from that side. The researches of the Chinese historian Yang Kuisong, partly confirmed by Soviet sources, however, have given a more penetrating explanation. Jiang too would have intended to reach a truce with the Communists, he has claimed, but Jiang wished the Soviet would mediate between him and Yan’an. Narkomindel in Moscow however intended that Jiang had to suspend the Civil war and attain an understanding with the Red Army, but Stalin’s diplomats did not want to meddle directly in the business. When the Generalissimo was informed by the Soviet ambassador about Moscow attitude, Lifu was called back to Nanjing. One detail is worth attention in this tale. The Soviet documents confirm the problem of the mediation, but they show also that when Jiang most openly led Bogomolov to understand that he desired the military agreement on October 18, 1935, Kong Xianxi not only took part in the conversation but served as an interpreter. During this meeting, like in the conversation of July 4, the problem of a truce with Mao Zedong’s party was not risen at all. In Chen’s memoirs instead, which as above said do not mention that talk, nothing is told about Kong’s role.

 It is well known that the CC and the Song cliques were rival inside GMD and that might have led Jiang to keep separate their roles, but it is clear that the Chens only look as if they discussed with Jiang the connection existing between the United Front strategy and the negotiations for a pact with Moscow . To come back to our previous remark, it seems me that while both questions appeared interwoven to the Chinese President and to Chen, the same can not probably be said for the politicians belonging to the European faction of GMD. In that respect Jiang was probably closer to Chen. Indirectly the Soviet source itself suggests this conclusion. On November 6, 1936, one month roughly before the Xi’an Incident, Bogomolov wrote to Moscow that all afforts to reach a compromise between GMD and the Communists, as far as he knew, had been vain. Hence Jiang had decided to take command personally in Shaanxi, to destroy the Red Army and later to conclude the alliance with the Soviets. Of course we do not know whether  the diplomat was right, but the very sharp distinction he reported in the attitude of Generalissimo  face Moscow and Yan’an, suggests that in Jiang’s eyes both issues could not be dealt independently from each other,  though in principle an entente with Russia did not imply a softer standing face Mao.

Even after the failure of Chen Lifu’s mission to Europe however, the Military Attaché Weng Wenyi and the  ambassador Jiang Tingfu went on with sounding out respectively Chinese members of Komintern and the Soviet Foreign Ministry, showing that triangular strategy was far from faded in Nanjing. Sources confirm the central role gof Chen Lifu  in the negotiations held in China between with Zhou Enlai at this stage, with the participation of Pan Hannian, though we have opposite information about their results, and in the talks with Bogomolov. 

Though information about such developments is dispersed and contradictory, historians generally agree that  Jiang himself did not approve ultimately any scheme leading to the United Front, while in Yan’an an intransigent faction , probably including Mao, did probably exist, even if the party had bowed to directions coming from Moscow  late in  1935 and some leaders were unwilling to accept the Generalssimo’s leadership in the anti-Japanese struggle.

The last paragraph of our talk about the Xi’an Incident regards the old question of Russia’s involvement in Jiang’s liberation. It is relevant that articulate appreciation of the Russian factor did  not concern the GMD field only  but their adversaries also. At that time, Japan charged the Soviet Union to have set up the coup, but the point most eagerly discussed notoriously has been the subsequent role of communist delegates led by Zhou Enlai during the secret conversations which took place with the plotters and the envoys of the National Government  after the coup. I do not need to mention that specially Edgar Snow ‘s statement that Jiang’s release was due to Komintern intervention on CCP has aroused the most excited controversies .  

 Also the motivations of the communist chiefs have been far from clear for a long time, leaving responseless the question whether CCP had a strategy of its own, more or less different from Moscow. In this case as well, before Soviet archives were open, documents were released in Russia, confirming Snow’s tale, except for minor though significant details. There is no doubt any more since then that on December 16t,, not 13th as previously believed, a telegram of the  General Secretary of Komintern Dimitrov reached Yan’an threateningly ordering Mao and his fellows to manage the release of the GMD leader.

 Recently an important contribution  has been brought thanks to the work of Yang Kuisong, who carefully confronted available sources to new documents he had been allowed to see. Yang showed that the attitude of Mao and his fellows changed few times during the crisis of Xi’an. In the beginning he asked for a trial of the prisoner, as one knew even before his book came out, but Yang shows that the party had not been kept informed by Zhang Xueliang of any plan to arrest Jiang. The coup took CCP leaders by surprise, but their reaction was not negative. The cipher bureau of Yan ‘an, then led by Zhang Wentian, he claims, was not able to translate the message coming from Moscow. Hence it was not carrying Dimitrov’s instructions that Zhou Enlai arrived to Xi’an the 16th of December.   

Yang concedes to be able to argue only which were the guidelines Zhou may have had. A discussion took probably place before his departure, but the sympathy of the party largely went to Zhang Xueliang. The 18th Zhou told the latter in Xi’an that he did not know Russia’s position and proposed later to free the prisoner in exchange of an engagement on Jiang’s side  to collaborate with the partisans of resistance to Japan and to fight on their flank. The telegram from Moscow seems to have been deciphered toward the 20th, but only afterwards  Zhou pleaded for the simple release of Jiang Jieshi . The 22nd another message from Moscow confirmed the policy  to pursue a fully peaceful solution with the Nanjing  government. Hence Yang’s reconstruction shows that on the communist side also, things went a less simple way than generally said. Allegiance to Moscow was generalised and it looks as if Komintern discipline were maintained , but in principle Mao and his comrades differed from Stalin as to the appreciation of the plotters’ behaviour, while they were probably divided in a more hawkish and a more dovish group.

Another nuance regards the relationship between Stalin’s motives and Chinese politics. The Soviet dictator, whose mental itinerary we can only indirectly grasp, clearly reasoned according to power related criteria. The Russians disliked Zhang Xueliang since the clash with him in 1929 and little before the Xi’an Incident his application to be admitted to the Komintern had been rejected. Moreover they knew that Jiang was leaning to their side and could but approve his attitude face the danger of Japan, which had led USSR to sign a defensive treaty with the Popular Republic of Mongolia in February 1936. There is no evidence ,Yang suggests, that according to Edgar Snow’s tale, Stalin intervened following a request of Song Qinling, for whom he nourished feelings of friendship since the 20s and who had been his guest in Moscow. In short no impulse coming from the Chinese seems to have been decisive behind the Russian stand.

The memoirs of Chen Lifu offer a very different explanation. After Jiang’s arrest the 12th of December, Zhang Xueliang and the other conspirators were condemned by the Government of Nanjing, which took the decision also to send more troops and launch an offensive against Xi’an. Chen writes he put himself in contact with Pan Hannian again and had him to come to Nanjing. Both men had the necessary secret codes and Pan cabled to Moscow under Chen’s request that if something were to happen to Jiang, China would lose his chief and be exposed to a Japanese attack. An additional telegram added that it was in Russia’s interest to have Jiang freed. The Komintern was asked to instruct Zhou, who according to a probable mistake in Chen’s memoirs was in Xi’an already, to strive for the liberation of the prisoner. A reply from Moscow is said to have confirmed the acceptance of Chen’s suggestion.

It is difficult to ascertain to which extent Che’s tale reported the truth, while as already said, some of his statements do probably not. It is interesting however that the most of it , like the story reported by  Edgar Snow about Song Qingling’s role, could  also be accepted if one takes them  to the letter, and miss the nutshell at the same time. It is largely possible  in other words that Pan Hannian, Chen Lifu and Song Qingling acted  each his own way, following different motivations, in order to obtain the release of Generalissimo, even if as Yang Kuisong has argued, Stalin decided only according to the  political needs of the Soviet Union. 

As above remarked, any outcome of the Incident, except the one which actually was to take place, would have run against he interests of USSR. She could but dislike both chances depicted by Bogomolov before the Incident, i.e. the destruction of the Communist party and the ultimate failure of the United Front strategy in China. Moreover an attack of the national army against Xi’an after December 12th, could imperil Jiang’s life and ultimately play in Japan ‘s hands, as it could allow the pro-Japanese faction of GMD to take the upper hand in Nanjing, a possibility which was considered concrete by rumours going around in diplomatic circles both in China and  abroad. Moreover a compromise, which would openly engage the National Government to fight against Japan on the flank of the Red Army, could arise the suspicions of  the western powers, specially the United Kindom, that the communists had participated in the plot and that Russia had acted behind them, as Japanese propaganda claimed. All that would have run against the general purposes of Soviet policies, thus making reasonable Stalin’s choice and explaining to us the repeated directions given on his behalf to the Chinese communists to keep strictly secret the instructions they had received from Moscow.

But the very point is how many different images of Russia made sense for both partisans of GMD and Chinese communists on the eve of the run up to the Xi’an Incident. As John Garver has written, one wing of the National Government saw the Soviet Union as the natural ally of Chinese revolution, even if they did not feel ideologically close to her. For Chen Lifu, as for other advisers of Jiang Jieshi, Moscow was basically a powerful military partner on which to count in order to deter Japan, but he lacked broader perception of the China problem in the frame of  world politics . He  believed also  that an entente with the national Government would in any case suit Russian policies, a stone on which he thought he could lever in his government’s interest. 

Other people like Song Qingling still nourished feelings tracing back to the time of the first United Front and of the appeal, which had been exerted on young Chinese revolutionaries in the 1920s, unless she may not have acted upon demands of her sisters as well. A more realistic and pragmatic view  was held by the pro-western faction of  Song Ziwen and Kong Xiangxi, which understood that in Moscow’s eyes the game in China was basically a corollary of European politics. That group however tended to overlook the importance and the implications of the CCP-USSR connection, which probably made their influence weaken inside GMD. Ultimately a communication gap probably made the misunderstanding deeper. The Soviets were afraid that involvement in East Asia could distract military forces, which were necessary on their western frontier, and foresaw that if they were involved in a war in East Asia, Germany could attack them in Europe, as Chen Lifu himself noticed. Moreover they feared before the Marco Polo bridge Incident some kind of bandwagon to Japan on Chinese side. Probably for that reason the outcome of the Xi’an Incident itself had not sped up negotiations between Bogomolov and the National Government, though the first draft of treaty had been  carried by him from Moscow in January 1937,  after an absence of some weeks which had roughly coincided with the Incident period.                     

Somehow speculatively, I would argue that the perception of combinations among European powers aiming to oppose he partners of the Antikomintern Pact, was probably overshadowed by wishful thinking in the European faction of the Nanjing Government, who was led to overestimate the chance that a bloc binding former allies in the First World War ( Britain, France and Russia), take shape again and concern the Far East. In that way ultimately one dangerous illusion was fed which may have smoothed the road to the Chino-Japanese War.
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