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Subject: Grade 11 History 

Term: 3     Week: 10    

Lesson Number: 79B 

Date: ______/_______/2021

Unit 11.4: World War II and its Aftermath 

Topic: China 

Subtopic: Warlord China 1912-1927 

Leaning Outcomes:  

1. describe the presidency of Yuan Shikai  

2. identify and discuss the warlords of China 

 

Introduction 

Welcome to lesson 79B.  In this lesson you will look at the period of Warlords in China 

between 1912 and 1927. 

 

Instructions 

In your Exercise Book, copy the Header.  Make sure your handwriting is neat and legible. (I 

will be checking your Exercise Book when you return to School). 

 

Practice Exercise  

 

Copy the questions into your exercise book and use the lesson resource to answer them. 
 
1. Who were the three competing warlord factions in northern China?  

 
2. Which part of China did the Kuomintang control?  

 
3. What was the main shared goal of the warlords?  

 
4. Give an example of a good warlord and what he did?  

 
5. How did the peasants suffer under the warlords?  
 

Resource 

 

The Warlord Era  
The warlord era was a decade-long period when the country broke apart into regions, 
controlled by powerful local leaders. Warlordism reflected the internal divisions that had 
emerged in late Manchu China. This devolution of political power continued during Yuan 
Shikai’s mishandling of the transition from monarchy to republic. When Shikai attempted to 
revive the Manchu monarchy and set himself up as emperor, provincial leaders lost faith in 
the future of a republican national government. As a result, warlords became the powerful 
leaders of regions. The country was briefly reunified by Chiang Kai-shek and his National 
Revolutionary Army around 1927. The Warlord Era was a period of uncertainty, disorder 
and conflict that prevented effective national government and produced very few benefits 
for ordinary people.  
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The collapse into warlordism was not surprising given China’s long history, especially under 
Qing rule. The country’s great size, population, geographical differences and diversity made 
centralised national government difficult. Local leaders and groups, often encouraged by 
foreign imperialists, began to increase their influence or control over their regions. The 
Manchu dynasty, Confucian teachings and the imperial examination system all continued 
to provide a national government and a level of unity in China, however these was not 
consistent across the country. Manchu authority and culture was strong around Beijing and 
in the north-east of China – but in British-influenced Guangdong, local leaders had become 
equal to or of greater importance than the national government.  
 
The Xinhai or 1911 Revolution had weakened the Manchus and resulted in the rise of two 
competing governments.  

 In the north, Beiyang Army commander Yuan Shikai emerged as the strongman of the 
revolution, the only individual with enough clout to force the removal of the Qing.  

 In the south, nationalists led by Sun Yat-sen formed a temporary government with some 
legitimacy but no means of enforcing it.  

 
Shikai’s control of the military made him the national president, though he had little interest 
in uniting China. Shikai’s presence held China together and allowed for the continuation of 
the national government. While he sat in the president’s chair provincial warlords did little to 
challenge his government, fearing retribution from Shikai’s modernised army. Shikai’s 
leadership was based on personal power derived from military leadership and thus he was 
known as ‘father of the warlords’ or the ‘first warlord’.  
 
When Yuan Shikai died in June 1916, it created a national power vacuum that was 
immediately filled by local leaders. Now leaderless, the national army itself broke apart, its 
divisions under the control of powerful men, who claimed them as private or provincial 
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armies. In northern China, Yuan Shikai’s Beiyang Army split and its personnel were claimed 
by three competing warlord factions:  

I. the Chichli clique (led by Feng Guozhang)  
II. the Anhwei clique (Duan Qirui) and  
III. the Fengtien clique (Zhang Zuolin)  

 
The warlords sought to increase their power by increasing the size of their armies. Army 
recruitment was done by conscription, force or enticement. Warlords usually paid their 
soldiers well or allowed them to retain a share of their loot. Thus in rural areas ravaged by 
poverty, ‘taking up with the bandits’ became an attractive option, particularly for young single 
men. According to historian Hsi-Sheng Chi, this militarism and economic desperation fuelled 
a rapid growth in the size of warlord armies: from around 500, 000 in late 1916 to more than 
one million in 1918 and two million in 1928.  
 
It is difficult to generalise about China’s warlords: they were a diverse group with different 
methods, attitudes and objectives. Several warlords were former officers in the Manchu 
military; others were outsiders who had never belonged to the Manchu establishment. Some 
were traditionalists who held on to dynastic and Confucian ideals. Some of the stronger 
warlords fancied themselves as potential ‘unifiers’, hoping to conquer enough territory to 
restore a national government with themselves as either emperor or president.  
 
Aside from their use of military force, the most commonly shared goal of warlords was to 
make themselves rich. These goals are:  

 The exploitation, corruption and banditry that flourished under warlordism had terrible 
effects on the ordinary people.  

 Warlords printed excessive amounts of paper money to fund their armies, leading to 
high inflation.  

 They seized control of government infrastructure and privately-owned businesses. 
They enforced new taxes and raised existing ones; in one province land tax increased 
fivefold. Aware of its profitability, many warlords also revived the trade in opium, 
compelling Chinese farmers to grow it and encouraging its open sale.  

 The private armies of some warlords also became a law unto themselves, behaving 
recklessly, harassing and assaulting locals and stealing or destroying their property.  

 
Not all warlords were driven entirely by greed. A handful behaved kindly and with generosity 
towards the people they ruled. For example, Yan Xishan, who ruled Shanxi province, was 
well educated with a career in the Qing military. Unlike other warlords he focused on 
improving and modernising Shanxi, rather than expanding territory or increasing his 
personal fortune. Yan entered into alliances to keep Shanxi out of conflict with other 
warlords, while introducing some social reforms, like the abolition of foot binding and 
improvements to girls’ education.  
 
During the warlord era a national government continued in Beijing, however it neither 
represented the nation nor exerted any control over it. The majority of Chinese, particularly 
the rural peasants, suffered more under the warlords than they had under the Manchu. 
Large numbers of peasants were driven from their lands. By 1925 the number of 
unemployed in China was estimated at more than 168 million, more than half of whom were 
peasants and farm labourers. At this time, Sun Yet-sen’s nationalists and their allies, the 
Comintern and the Chinese Communist Party, were planning the end of warlordism. From 
their stronghold in the southern province of Guangdong, the Kuomintang and its military 
arm, the National Revolutionary Army, were preparing to move against the warlords and 
reunite China by force.  
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1) The Warlord Era was a period of political division and regional militarism in China.  

2) Warlordism was the result of growing provincial power under the Qing and the failure and 
decline of republican government.  

3) The warlords and warlord factions used private or provincial armies to seize control and 
exert their authority.  

4) Most warlords were motivated by greed and self-interest: the acquisition of land, 
resources and people.  

5) A national government operated in Beijing during the Warlord Era. In general the Warlord 
Era made life worse for the majority of Chinese people, particularly the rural peasants who 
were taxed highly, had no land, and suffered from natural disasters like floods.  
 


