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Chiang Kai-shek’s Choice to the Marco Polo Bridge Incident
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Abstract

The Marco Polo Bridge Incident in July 1937 is known as a trigger of the Sino-Japanese
war. As there was the disparity in military strength between Japan and China, few people
thought China would risk war. In 1935 similar disputes in North China were settled by
concluding secret agreements. But this time Chiang Kai-shek did not compromise with
Japan and advanced towards war. Why did he make such a choice? In these two years,
even though the disparity had not changed, it was the Chinese peoples’ consciousness
that had changed. In 1936 the Kuomintang's propaganda authorized Chiang Kai-shek as
“the leader of national salvation”, using the chance of his 50" years birthday ceremony and
the Xi'an Incident. Earlier in 1937 before the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, the Kuomintang
had spread an ideal vision of China, as an independent, well-developed and sovereign
nation under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek. Since the 1931 Mukden Incident, the
recovery of sovereignty and land infringed by Japan had been expressed as the main
concerns by the Kuomintang. Newspapers appealed it at every occasion. When the
Marco Polo Bridge Incident happened, the newspapers publicized it as another invasion
by Japan. People reacted sharply, rushed to support the 29™ army confronting against the
Japanese army, showed their willingness to fight. They accepted the Lushan Declaration
by Chiang Kai-shek with “enthusiastic approval” and “determination to follow the lead of
General Chiang in extreme measures’, not as conditions for a settlement of dispute, but as
a practical declaration of war. If Chiang Kai-shek, who kept his status and authority as the
leader of national salvation, would not fight, he would lose both of them and experience
difficulty in unifying China. He was put into a political and military position to fight,
despite the disparity in military strength, and with even little expectations of victory.
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