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Abstract  This study focuses on the migration of middle school students to the 
interior of China after the Japanese invaded in 1937. It argues that the 
Guomindang (GMD) central government was generally successful in handling 
the 500,000 displaced students, making substantial efforts to monitor, register, 
educate, and provide training for them, as well as establishing government-run 
“national middle schools” during the war. Meanwhile, the GMD also exerted a 
strong influence on course curriculum, instructing educators how to implement 
the Three People’s Principles and other party doctrines in classrooms. These 
processes expanded the state’s hand in secondary education and allowed the 
GMD to include refugee students and schools in its wartime narrative of progress, 
praising the students’ patriotic participation in defying the Japanese occupiers 
and their contribution to “national reconstruction” (jianguo). However, there 
were still many challenges. Refugee students, teachers, and principals forcibly 
converted Buddhist temples into schools and clashed with local monks, farmers, 
villagers, and even the GMD military. With schools merging and moving inland, 
relocation also provided opportunities for unscrupulous administrators and 
teachers to exploit the situation for themselves, as government reports reveal 
many cases of corruption in the wartime schools. 
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Introduction 

On July 7, 1937, Japanese and Chinese troops clashed near the Marco Polo 
Bridge (Lugouqiao), and thereby launched the full-scale hostilities of the Second 
Sino-Japanese War.1 The Japanese military soon captured nearby Beijing and 
                                                               
1 After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941, the Second Sino-Japanese War 
(or War of Resistance) merged into the greater conflict of the Second World War as a major 
front in the Pacific Theatre. 
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quickly advanced into northern and coastal China. In response, Chiang 
Kai-shek’s Guomindang (GMD or Nationalist Party) government moved its 
capital inland from Nanjing, first to Wuhan, then to Chongqing, deep in the 
mountains of southwest China’s Sichuan province, which made the capital 
relatively safe from a Japanese land assault.  

The devastation of war directly affected countless people living in China, 
forcing civilians to migrate inland to escape the fighting. In particular, the war 
drove waves of refugee students out of Japanese-occupied cities in northern 
China and the eastern seaboard, where officials either closed schools outright or 
relocated them away from Japanese-occupied territories. The migration to the 
interior critically impacted the development of GMD education policy, especially 
concerning secondary education. This study argues that the GMD successfully 
regulated and managed middle schools, expanded the state’s hand in secondary 
education, and provided a form of stability for students despite the war’s 
disruption. This included implementation by the GMD Ministry of Education 
(MOE) of the Three People’s Principles in schools, including those in the 
minority regions of Tibet and Mongolia, in order to assimilate non-Han peoples 
into a singular Chinese nation. At the same time, middle school students faced 
conflicts between local and national interests—as well as traditional and modern 
ways of life—when they encountered monks, farmers, and villagers in their trek 
to the interior. In addition, some refugee students became victims of corrupt 
education administrators, who exploited the disruption of war for themselves.  

Understanding the overall organization of secondary education in China is key 
to analyzing how the system changed and survived the war. The Chinese divided 
secondary education into “lower middle schools” and “upper middle schools,” 
each consisting of a three-year course of study.2 (These would be equivalent to 
the U.S. system’s seventh, eighth, and ninth grades for China’s lower middle 
school, and tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades for China’s upper middle school.) 
During the 1930s and 1940s, middle school students were generally between 
12–20 years of age, but due to the disruptions of war and other factors they were 
occasionally even older.3 Students traveled directly with their principals and 
teachers, leaving behind their families and homes. Faculty members struggled for 
physical survival, and at the same time were developing curriculum and 
conducting lessons. 

Danke Li writes that “Chongqing… became the national center for 
education… in China” during the eight years of war (1937–45).4 However, 
                                                               
2 Robert Culp, Articulating Citizenship: Civic Training and Student Politics in Southeastern 
China, 1912–1940, 21; Barry Keenan, The Dewey Experiment in China: Educational Reform 
and Political Power in the Early Republic, 65–66. 
3 R. Keith Schoppa, In a Sea of Bitterness: Refugees during the Sino-Japanese War, 190. 
4 Danke Li, Echoes of Chongqing: Women in Wartime China, 17. 
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refugee students also went elsewhere, including Guizhou, Henan, Shaanxi, 
Shanxi, and Yunnan—which demonstrates that the GMD central government was 
able to extend its reach outside the nerve center of Chongqing and into other 
areas of the interior via an expanded state apparatus that managed education. 
During the Sino-Japanese War, the unoccupied western and central provinces of 
China under GMD control were referred to by the Western world as “Free 
China,” and in China itself as “the interior” (da houfang). In addition, China was 
also divided between Japanese-occupied territories and the Chinese Communist 
Party’s (CCP) base areas. This paper focuses on students and schools operating in 
“the interior” under Nationalist rule. 

Analyzing relocated middle schools extends some of the themes explored in 
the 2011 special issue of Modern Asian Studies, edited by Rana Mitter and Aaron 
William Moore, which includes recent studies on GMD state-building during the 
war and expanded notions of citizenship and social management that emerged 
during this period.5 For example, Mitter notes that “the Nationalists quickly 
created an official portrait of a defiant retreat into the interior, and were quick to 
praise the patriotic actions of those who had come all the way to Sichuan.”6 The 
500,000 displaced middle school students who migrated with their principals and 
teachers were key to this triumphant narrative, in which patriotic citizens heeded 
Chiang Kai-shek’s call to “carry out the task of national survival and independent 
continuation, and to complete the great destiny of our war of resistance and 
national reconstruction (kangzhan jianguo).”7  

War and displacement therefore played a major role in altering the educational 
landscape throughout all of China—including the once-thriving areas of northern 
and coastal China, as well as isolated minority regions like Mongolia and Tibet. 
In Japanese-occupied districts, 110 middle schools with more than 41,700 
students were forced to relocate or shut down. Of the 3,264 middle schools in the 
country, 1,296 (40 percent) were located in these occupied areas. As a result of 
the war, 20,510 middle school teachers and staff (one-third of the country’s total) 
suffered tremendously. Minister of Education Chen Lifu (1938–44) wrote that 
one half of the nation’s 571,800 middle school students were impacted directly.8  
                                                               
5 See the special issue entitled “China in World War II, 1937–1945: Experience, Memory and 
Legacy” with guest editors Rana Mitter and Aaron William Moore in Modern Asian Studies 45, 
no. 2 (2011). 
6 Rana Mitter, “Classifying Citizens in Nationalist China during World War II, 1937–1941,” 
254. 
7 Quoted in Mitter, “Classifying Citizens in Nationalist China During World War II,” 254. 
8 Chen Lifu, Four Years of Chinese Education, 1937–1941, 27. There is a discrepancy 
between Minister of Education Chen Lifu’s figure of 571,800 and the Second Chinese 
Education Yearbook’s number of 627,000 middle school students. It is unclear what period of 
the war Chen is referring to, therefore this study retains the latter figure as more accurate in 
calculating the number of middle school students on the eve of the war. 
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The GMD’s general success in handing the refugee students can be defined in 
at least three ways. First, despite the loss of territory and constant enemy air raids, 
the GMD was generally successful in handling the refugee students and managed 
to advance Chinese education at all levels. For example, the number of middle 
school teachers, staff, and students actually increased dramatically. According to 
the MOE’s 1948 Second Chinese Education Yearbook (Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu 
nianjian), there were 3,200 middle schools and 627,000 students in China on the 
eve of the war. By 1945 there were 4,500 middle schools and 1,394,000 middle 
school students.9 The Second Chinese Education Yearbook provides two sets of 
figures representing the first and last year of the war. According to these, the 
number of middle schools increased by 803 and the number of normal and 
vocational schools decreased by 252 and 70, respectively.10 Ou Tsiun-chen 
credits this growth in secondary education during the war to an increase in the 
number of provincial and municipal schools operating in the nineteen provinces 
and municipalities under Chinese control, along with the GMD’s establishment 
of 34 government-run national middle schools, 28 normal schools, and 14 
vocational schools.11 A second component of the GMD’s success was its ability 
to remove so many refugee students out of harm’s way and transfer them across 
such great distances. And the Nationalists’ third major accomplishment was the 
sheer fact that the government was able to keep these schools functioning 
throughout the entire war—that students were educated at all. 

This story of secondary schools during the war is particularly important 
because most scholarship on Chinese wartime education tends to emphasize 
higher education (which refers to post-12th grade, mainly college). However, 
middle school students were significant because there was a far greater number 
of them—627,000—whereas there were only 40,000 students enrolled in 
institutes of higher education in 1937. Literature on wartime higher education 
includes John Israel’s Lianda, which explored universities’ experiences, focusing 
on the most famous case: the long, courageous exodus of academics from three 
of China’s leading institutes of higher learning (Peking University, Tsinghua 
University, and Nankai University) to Kunming, located in the remote and 
mountainous southwestern province of Yunnan. 12  These three institutions 
combined to form the National Southwest Associated University (Lianda). Other 
studies on wartime higher education include Hu Kuo-tai’s “The Struggle between 
the Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist Party on Campus during the War of 
                                                               
9 Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 3. 
10 Ou Tsiun-chen (Wu Junsheng), “Education in Wartime China,” 101–3. Ou’s source is 
derived from Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 1462. 
11 Ibid., 114. 
12 See John Israel, Lianda: A Chinese University in War and Revolution. 
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Resistance, 1937–1945,” Jeffrey Wasserstrom’s Student Protests in Twentieth- 
Century China, and Helen Schneider’s Keeping the Nation’s House. 13  Hu 
explored competition between the GMD and CCP for the support of students and 
staff at colleges and universities, while Wasserstrom emphasized the students’ 
experiences at Shanghai’s leading institutes of higher education during the war. 
Meanwhile, Schneider’s book examined the development of the field of home 
economics as an academic discipline for women in Chinese colleges. However, 
some recent scholarship—such as Robert Culp’s Articulating Citizenship and 
Keith Schoppa’s In a Sea of Bitterness—has begun to turn more attention to 
secondary schools, which this study seeks to expand by examining the wartime 
relocation of middle schools.14  

According to Huang Jianli, students during the war migrated “from renowned 
educational institutions of comfortable coastal cities to makeshift campuses” in 
the interior, where living conditions were harsh and poor.15 Before the conflict, 
most lived relatively secure and sheltered lives as children of the well-to-do, 
urban elite. Culp indicates that the children who attended secondary schools 
during the Nanjing Decade (1927–37) came from “families whose income was in 
roughly the top 10 to 15 percent of the urban national average.”16 As Huang 
writes, the war meant that these privileged students were “cut off from their 
parents’ wealth and… heavily dependent on meager government’ stipends, which 
massive hyperinflation regularly consumed throughout the duration of the war.”17 
The arduous, eye-opening journey was a culture shock for these elite students, 
who were forced to trek among the masses into poverty-stricken rural areas.   

Yet aside from the life-altering changes experienced by uprooted teachers and 
students themselves, local residents in the interior were also profoundly affected 
by the numerous refugees who fled to their regions. In particular, teachers who 
retreated inland to places like Chongqing made significant (generally positive) 
impacts on local students there. Danke Li notes how some students in Chongqing 
received an excellent education through these highly-qualified and 
politically-progressive teachers from the coast, many of whom were vigorous 

                                                               
13 Regarding the discussion of wartime higher education, see Hu Kuo-tai, “The Struggle 
between the Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist Party on Campus during the War of 
Resistance, 1937–1945,” 300–23; Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, Student Protests in Twentieth- 
Century China: The View from Shanghai; Helen M. Schneider, Keeping the Nation’s House: 
Domestic Management and the Making of Modern China.  
14 Regarding recent studies of wartime middle schools, see Culp, Articulating Citizenship; 
Schoppa, In a Sea of Bitterness. 
15 Huang Jianli, The Politics of Depoliticization in Republican China: Guomindang Policy 
towards Student Political Activism, 1927–1949, 29. 
16 Culp, Articulating Citizenship, 27. 
17 Huang, The Politics of Depoliticization in Republican China, 29. 
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about propagandizing the war since they had just lost their homes to the Japanese 
in major cities such as Beijing and Shanghai. Zhu Shuqin, who attended Baxian 
Girls’ School in Chongqing, recalled how many of the teachers who fled to 
Sichuan were actually well-known professors (or famous scholars) who 
unfortunately could only find jobs teaching in middle or even elementary 
schools.18 These teachers brought with them a “new pedagogy and extracurricular 
activities, such as public speaking class and teams and theatrical lessons and 
performances that enriched [Chongqing students’] education and lives as well as 
energize[d]” them to mobilize local support for China’s war against Japan.19  

Those who succeeded in leaving before enemy occupation encountered many 
hardships over the course of their migration. Along with fears of the invading 
army, some students and their principals immediately clashed with interior 
residents, including Buddhist temple leaders, local strongmen, and farmers. 
Displacement also prompted the GMD to explore and implement several 
important changes to its education policy and to exert stronger, more centralized 
control over some middle schools (which traditionally were run entirely by local 
officials). However, most students persevered despite the challenges and 
successfully pursued their education even amidst invasion, dislocation, and 
fighting.   

The GMD’s Establishment of National Middle Schools for 
Refugee Students 

To understand the secondary education system during the Sino-Japanese War, 
one must become familiarized with its development during the early Republican 
period (1912–37). In 1922, fifteen years before the Japanese invasion, the 
National Federation of Education Associations—a professional organization of 
educators—and the MOE jointly developed the New School System (Xin xuezhi). 
Throughout the 1920s and much of the 1930s, many upper middle schools 
became comprehensive, offering courses in specialized academic areas, teacher 
training, and various technical fields. 20  The New School System also 
consolidated normal schools and some higher-level vocational institutions into 
existing middle schools at varying rates across the region.21 The result was a 
dramatic decrease in the number of students choosing the teacher-training track.22 
On the eve of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937, most middle school students 
                                                               
18 Li, Echoes of Chongqing, 42. 
19 Ibid., 41. 
20 Culp, Articulating Citizenship, 21. 
21 Zhejiang jiaoyu jianzhi, 102–3, 122. Cited in Culp, Articulating Citizenship, 21. 
22 Culp, Articulating Citizenship, 21. 
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focused on regular academic programs designed to help them advance to 
institutes of higher learning.23 A large majority of these schools were “regular” 
(non-normal and non-vocational) middle schools. During the 1930s, these served 
nearly 75 percent of all secondary students in China. Consequently, the 
Nationalists geared education policy from 1937–49 primarily towards these 
regular middle schools.  

The GMD unit charged with serving refugee students was the MOE, which 
after 1937 presented students with only two, uncompromising options: either 
they could continue their studies or choose to have the MOE sponsor their 
enlistment in the Nationalist Army.24 Very few accepted the latter offer; by the 
end of 1940, the MOE had officially referred only 480 students to the military.25 

Nor did the armed forces necessarily mind, for even in the midst of war there was 
no need for education and military service to compete for China’s youth. The 
country’s manpower was abundant; in 1937 there were only some 627,000 total 
students attending Chinese secondary schools while the nation, according to 
wartime Minister of Education Chen Lifu, had thirty to forty million potential 
able-bodies.26 Along with middle school students there were only 40,000 students 
attending institutes of higher education. Thus, those enrolled in secondary and 
higher education altogether constituted an extremely tiny proportion of China’s 
1937 estimated population of 500 million. Moreover, Chen believed that the 
nation’s future depended on young, educated people, thus the vast majority 
remained exempt from conscription. However, Chen had a strong conviction “that 
the educational system, including curricula and institutions, should be revised to 
meet wartime needs and to come more firmly under state control.”27 

Along with discontinuing school, all students during the war (not just those 
who were displaced and had to relocate with schools) also faced a myriad of 
other serious problems, including the prospect of unemployment and 
homelessness. According to the archives of the Executive Yuan (the executive 
branch of the GMD government), homeless rates in occupied areas escalated, 
fueling GMD worries that poverty and displacement would drive radicalized 
youth into areas controlled by the CCP and embolden them to embrace 
communism. In response, the government decided to register youth in 
                                                               
23 Zhejiang jiaoyu jianzhi, 22. Cited in Culp, Articulating Citizenship, 21. 
24 Jiaoyubu, “Methods to Unify the Management of Various Levels of Educational Institutions 
by Government Agencies,” 9; Jiaoyubu, “Methods of the Ministry of Education to Manage 
Students Retreating from War Zones,” 17. Cited in Huang, The Politics of Depoliticization in 
Republican China, 118. 
25 Jiaoyubu, ed., Zuijin jiaoyu tongji jianbian, part of Table 10, no pagination. Cited in Huang, 
The Politics of Depoliticization in Republican China, 119. 
26 Chen Lifu, The Storm Clouds Clear Over China: The Memoir of Ch’en Li-fu, 1900–1993, 
169. 
27 Schneider, Keeping the Nation’s House, 129. 
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GMD-controlled areas, enrolling them in local bureaus that each provincial 
government was charged with establishing, in order to monitor the refugee 
students. The Minister of Education served as de facto head of each office, 
however provincial governments first screened a select number of youth from 
among local students to participate. Since there were many training organizations 
and schools under the control of the central government, all selected youth had to 
be “filtered” first by the provincial government. Provincial governments were 
also responsible for running a number of programs for the selected displaced 
students, including training classes in “skills, thinking, physical well-being, and 
job placement.”28 

In another effort to tackle the problem of refugee students, the MOE expanded 
its central authority by taking direct control of specific schools, which before the 
war came under the jurisdiction of provincial or municipal authorities. Beginning 
in November 1937, the Ministry established registration centers in key cities and 
began gathering displaced middle school students. The MOE formed the first of 
the “national middle schools” (guoli zhongxue) the next month. With the further 
displacement of schools and students following the advance of Japan’s invading 
forces, the MOE continued to establish national middle schools, sometimes 
converting them directly from former city or provincial schools, at other times 
building brand new campuses. Many national colleges and universities had 
associated middle schools that featured experimental classrooms for teacher 
training before the war, and the MOE also converted these into national schools 
as well. By the end of the war, the Ministry had chartered forty-eight national 
middle schools in total.29 As of 1945, there were also an additional two national 
female middle schools and three national overseas middle schools, which were 
comprised of students of Chinese descent who had fled to China from foreign 
countries under Japanese occupation. In addition to its efforts to monitor, register, 
and (in some cases) provide training for refugee students, the central government 
also directly funded these national middle schools established by the MOE 
during the war.  

The Ministry had actually created China’s first national middle school three 
years prior to the full-scale outbreak of war in 1937. The Japanese had invaded 
the Northeast in 1931 and renamed it Manchukuo.30 The occupation subsequently 
                                                               
28 Number Two History Archives (Nanjing), File no. 2293, 16J-1621. 
29 Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 11. 
30  The Mukden Incident, also called the Manchurian Incident, was the seizure of the 
Manchurian city of Mukden (now Shenyang) by Japanese troops. On the night of Sept. 18, 
1931, Japanese troops used the pretext of an explosion along the Japanese-controlled South 
Manchurian Railway to occupy Mukden. Japanese reinforcements eventually arrived, occupied 
the region, and established the puppet state of Manchukuo. In China, Sept. 18, 1931, marks the 
official beginning of the Second Sino-Japanese War, but full-scale war did not break out until 
July 7, 1937. 
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caused many civilians, including students, to flee the region. Some middle school 
students moved four times, trekking several hundred miles progressively 
southwest in order to continue their studies: from their hometowns in the 
Northeast to Beijing, Nanjing, Hunan province, and finally Sichuan province. On 
March 26, 1934, the MOE established National Northeast Zhongshan Middle 
School—the first national middle school—in Beijing.31 Initially, the school only 
accepted refugee students from the Northeast, yet there were still more than 600 
enrolled. All students attended for free (including room and board) and received 
stipends at the end of each month. In the spring and fall, the school distributed 
clothing to the students.32 Li Meilin, a former pupil, recalled that lower middle 
school students wore scouting uniforms, while upper middle school students 
wore military uniforms.33 In October 1936, the government built a new campus 
for National Northeast Zhongshan in the town of Banqiao, near Nanjing, and that 
December a majority of the students migrated south from Beijing. The Japanese 
captured Shanghai in November 1937 (one month before the Nanjing Massacre) 
and the school moved once again—this time southwest to the city of Xiangxiang 
in Hunan province, where classes did not resume until the Beijing branch shut 
down in 1938. In the spring, the Japanese attacked northern Hunan, prompting 
the school to pick up once again and travel west to Weiyuan county in Sichuan, 
utilizing Jingning Temple as their refugee campus.34 Remarkably, some of these 
particular students did not make it back to the Northeast until the fall of 1946, a 
full fifteen years after first fleeing the Japanese. When the school finally returned, 
it remained a national middle school and did not fall under the aegis of Liaoning 
province. Even more amazing than National Northeast Zhongshan’s epic journey 
was its ability to grow significantly despite the turmoil. It had 530 students in 
1937—by the end of the war in 1945 there were 838.35 These figures and the 
school’s ability to survive for fifteen years attest to the GMD’s success in helping 
it relocate multiple times and keep it in operation. 

Students and staff at the first national middle school formed after the outbreak 
of full-scale war began their journey in December 1937, when the MOE 
established Henan Temporary Middle School to accommodate refugee students 
and teachers from secondary schools in Hebei province, Inner Mongolia, Beijing, 
and Tianjin.36 One month before, the Ministry had sent delegates to the cities of 
Kaifeng and Xuchang in central China’s Henan province. There they recorded 
                                                               
31  Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 55. Qi Hongshen, Liuwang—Dongbei 
xuesheng, 14.  
32 Qi, Liuwang—Dongbei xuesheng, 14. 
33 Ibid., 70. 
34 Ibid., 14, 73, 108. 
35 Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 55. 
36 Ibid., 31.  
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each refugee student and teacher, and prepared them to relocate farther inland. 
Students and teachers traveled together to Xichuan county, located deep in the 
remote, mountainous region of southwest Henan, where it was certain the 
Japanese would not attack. Henan Temporary Middle School functioned as a 
lower middle, upper middle, normal school, and jianshiban. 37  (Jianshiban 
required less years of training than regular normal schools.) The lower middle 
and normal schools settled in Shangji, while the upper middle school stayed in 
Yongquanguan and the jianshiban was established in Xiaji.  

Perhaps in an effort to boost morale while anticipating a long war, the MOE 
soon dropped the word “temporary” (linshi) from the names of displaced schools 
in January 1938. Henan Temporary Middle School thus became National Henan 
Middle School, and in April 1939 it changed its name once again to National 
Number One Middle School. Besides having its main campus in Xichuan, the 
school also had branches in Xixiakou and Yongquanguan. National Number One 
had 1,143 students in 1937. In January 1944, it received additional refugee 
students and teachers from Shandong, Jiangsu, Henan, and Anhui provinces, and 
over the course of the war the school also relocated multiple times. As the 
Japanese army approached in April 1944, National Number One moved further 
west of Henan to Chenggu in Shaanxi province, where it remained until the war’s 
end. By then the number of students had dropped to 1,032.38 Overall, however, 
enrollment remained relatively consistent for the duration of the conflict, another 
testament to the GMD’s success in sustaining student education in at least some 
of its national middle schools.  

The story of National Number Two Middle School also began in December 
1937, when the GMD arranged for refugee students from Nanjing and the 
southeast provinces of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Anhui to gather in central China’s 
Hankou, Hubei province to register for another government relocation school: 
National Sichuan Temporary Middle School.39  In January 1938 it became 
National Number Two Middle School, established in Hechuan near Chongqing. 
The school immediately accepted teachers from Hankou, Yichang (also a major 
city in Hubei), and Chongqing. Altogether, 1,800 students and 200 teachers 
joined National Number Two, meeting at a main campus converted from an old 
hospital in Beibei (a suburban county of Chongqing). While the normal school 
also met at the main campus, National Number Two’s lower middle students met 

                                                               
37 Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 32. 
38 Ibid., 32–33. 
39 Hankou was a major city which merged with Wuchang and Hanyang to form Wuhan, the 
capital and largest city in Hubei province. Wuhan briefly served as the GMD’s temporary 
wartime capital before Nationalist leaders moved to Chongqing in Sichuan province to flee 
Japanese attacks on the city. 
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in Hechuan’s civil, or Confucian temple, while upper middle grades utilized 
Puyan Temple just outside the city.40 Eventually, when the Japanese surrendered 
in August 1945 National Number Two moved northeast to Jiangsu province, 
where the majority of its students originated. Those who were not from Jiangsu 
returned to their home provinces.41  

Relocation impacted secondary school students not only in China but also 
throughout the Chinese diaspora in Asia. When the Japanese occupied Thailand 
and expelled overseas Chinese, the Thai government collaborated with them and 
specifically shut down schools, forcing Chinese students to flee to China, and 
prompting the GMD to respond to the emergency. In Baoshan, a remote area in 
western Yunnan province near the border with Burma, the MOE established the 
National Overseas Chinese Middle School particularly for these international 
refugees—the majority of them from Thailand. Instruction began on May 15, 
1940, while at the same time the National Overseas Chinese Middle School 
absorbed a private school called Education Overseas Middle School. That first 
year consisted of thirteen classes in total: seven upper middle and six lower 
middle.42 In February 1942 the school added “first” to its name as the GMD 
government formed more schools tailored to international Chinese refugees. 
Later in August the Japanese bombed Baoshan and struck the school, prompting 
a move east to Qingzhen in Guizhou province. In August 1944, it dismantled and 
merged with National Second Overseas Chinese Middle School. 

Tensions between Middle Schools and the GMD Military 

Despite contributing to GMD patriotic morale, embodying national 
reconstruction, and helping the growth of centralized power, these wartime 
schools nevertheless clashed at times with GMD authorities and even the 
Nationalist Army itself. On November 30, 1942, one incident involving the death 
of a National Number Two Middle School student exposed tensions between 
displaced schools, central authorities, and the GMD’s major youth organization, 

                                                               
40 The arrangement of state ritual below the emperor was coordinated exactly with the 
national administrative system. At each administrative level—province, prefecture, and 
county—there was a city or town serving as the administrative seat, where in addition to the 
government compound (yamen), which was the officiating magistrate’s headquarters, there 
were several official religious establishments: Among the most important were the Confucian, 
or civil, temple (wen miao) and the military temple (wu miao), which were the ritual foci of the 
two major divisions in the Chinese bureaucracy; and also the City God temple (chenghuang 
miao). A city serving as both prefectural seat and county seat would have two yamen and two 
sets of state temples. 
41 Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 33–34. 
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the Three People’s Principles Youth Corps (Sanmin zhuyi qingniantuan; hereafter 
SQT). According to a military police report submitted the following month, an 
SQT branch in Hechuan county consisting of special military training class 
freshmen organized a drama troupe to perform a play. The group had seven 
members in its council, including two students from National Number Two. 
Nevertheless, the SQT borrowed a facility from the military training class for the 
performance and did not invite students from the school to attend. In response, 
more than a hundred National Number Two students showed up demanding 
tickets for the sold-out performance, prompting an argument that soon escalated 
into violence. Someone from the military training class fired his gun “to stop the 
fight,” instantly killing fifteen-year old National Number Two student Zheng 
Xuepu.43  

In the aftermath of Zheng’s death, the central government clashed with school 
officials over different versions of the incident and the culpability of military 
personnel. According to a report from the Secretariat of the Administration, the 
MOE believed that three National Number Two students should have been 
allowed to attend the play: Zhang Yanling, a SQT member who was part of the 
drama group; Lu Shengkui, a band member in the performance; and Zhu 
Yongkang, who possessed a ticket for the show. The MOE also learned that the 
military trainees had dragged Zhang Yanling away during the scuffle. Unarmed 
students demanded that Zhang be released, and the teachers had tried to stop the 
situation from “getting out of hand” until the gun was fired.44 The Secretariat of 
the Administration condemned the gunfire, noting that the weapon had not been 
fired towards the sky, but horizontally towards the crowd. The MOE therefore 
called for the military to hold the gunman responsible for Zheng’s death, along 
with the punishment of Fang Caiqin, chairman of the SQT branch of the Special 
Military Training Class and branch leader of the Political Department of the 
Central Special Military Training Class. The report also demanded punishment of 
several others, including the director of the drama group council and the National 
Number Two students who “disturbed the peace.”45 

Meanwhile, the middle school students and their principal, Yan Liyang, were 
outraged. According to Yan, the three students were quite “reasonable” in 
assuming they could attend the performance and had the right to be at the 
military facility. When the fight broke out, military officers exacerbated and 
inflated the confrontation, injuring Zhang Yanling and dragging him away. This 
prompted the other two students to return to school and seek help. A crowd came 
back to the scene with Yan in tow, demanding the officers release their friend. 
Instead, the military personnel opened fire, injuring two and killing Zheng Xuepu. 
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The principal and students also indicated that the gunshot wound was located on 
Zheng’s back, insisting he had been shot from behind while defenseless and 
running away.46 

In an angry report to Minister of Education Chen Lifu, Yan echoed the 
frustration of many dislocated teachers and students with military personnel, 
calling the military men “thugs” and emphasizing that public order officers had 
“abused” his three students, who simply wanted to attend the performance.47 
According to the principal, when he arrived at the scene the lead officer changed 
his story and accused the three students of “stirring up trouble.”48 A third report 
was produced when the central government sent its own representative to 
investigate the incident, once again concluding that National Number Two held 
“some responsibility” because the three uninvited students had crashed the 
performance.49 It also blamed the public order officers for allowing one of the 
students who had a ticket to attend but not the other two. The final report also 
included a doctor’s confirmation that Zheng had indeed been shot in the back 
while fleeing the officers. In the end, a judge sentenced two special military 
training leaders, Yang Tongchen and Lei Yangmin, to three years in prison. Two 
others, Zhao Lunchuang and Chen Guang, were held “directly responsible” for 
killing Zheng and received six years.50  

The entire episode could have been avoided if this national school had 
relocated to the remote countryside like other middle schools instead of such 
close proximity to Chongqing, where the military conducted training. However, 
the feud that led to the shooting—along with the disagreement over the response 
and charges of misinformation—all revealed the level of distrust between 
National Number Two students, school administrators, GMD authorities, and the 
military. On the one hand, displaced institutions and their students felt protected 
by Nationalist troops and welcomed the relative security of regions free from 
Japanese occupation. Moreover, they were part of the GMD’s patriotic narrative 
of a “defiant retreat.” However, at the same time many resented the associated 
hardships and the exertion of stronger outside control over previously 
independent schools. 

The Plight of Provincial, County, and Private Schools 

While the national middle schools relocated to escape the Japanese army, many 
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provincial schools continued to come in close contact with the enemy. (Education 
officials categorized secondary schools as national, provincial, county, or private.) 
Keith Schoppa’s In a Sea of Bitterness illuminates the wartime experience in one 
particular province—Zhejiang—on the central Chinese coast, examining what he 
dubs “guerilla education” in five middle schools. Schoppa doubts that the 
education displaced students received along the way was very effective, 
considering how often schools had to move from one location to the next, which 
“must have consumed huge amounts of time that was theoretically available for 
studying.”51  His analysis is logical—constant relocation disrupted students’ 
education. In dangerous, life-threatening environments they were more 
concerned about survival and did not have the luxury of continuous study. 

Nonetheless, GMD publications sought to trumpet the wartime schools and 
emphasized the success they had in educating students despite hardship. 
According to the GMD-published Documents on Revolution (Geming wenxian) 
series on secondary education during the war, the subject of Schoppa’s study, 
Zhejiang province, published a journal, Zhejiang Education (Zhejiang jiaoyu), 
which recorded an account of several Zhejiang middle schools’ experiences 
during the early stages of the conflict. In late 1937 the Japanese army conducted 
a ten-day campaign affecting many of the province’s schools, beginning in 
November after Hangzhou (the capital) surrendered amidst retreating GMD 
forces.52 The Japanese army bombed and destroyed many campuses, mainly 
those located in cities and towns. In addition, it captured approximately five 
hundred students from various schools, taking over their institutions and 
forbidding students to voice “anti-Japanese sentiments.”53  

Some students managed to escape and fled to GMD-controlled areas, where 
they continued their studies. Although the Japanese army occupied many towns 
in western Zhejiang (near Anhui province’s border) some rural areas still 
remained under GMD rule. Of western Zhejiang’s eight provincial middle 
schools that fled, the largest was Yuqian’s Number One Temporary Middle 
School, with 800–900 students.54 On October 9, 1939, the principal and other 
administrators decided it was time for the school to flee. Since there were too 
many students, they split them into two groups that took different routes. Led by 
the principal, the first group featured younger students and briefly settled in 
Xiaofengzhang village until the Japanese occupied it. At that point the principal 
instructed the students to return home.55 Before they dispersed, the teachers 
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divided them into small groups and had all of them provide their addresses in 
order to contact them once the Japanese departed. 

The other group of Yuqian’s Number One Temporary Middle School students 
consisted of older students in higher grades. They fled to Changqiao Hongjia, 
where a place had been prepared for their arrival.56 Japanese air raid strikes 
began on the morning of October 10, while they were traveling. Remarkably, 
every student carried a gun while marching amidst enemy bombs that constantly 
dropped around them. Zhejiang Education likened it to a cross between a 
“regular middle school” and “guerrilla warfare”—students escaped when the 
enemy occupied an area but returned once the Japanese left.57 Each student even 
helped the army by carrying extra central military rifles to deliver to the 
provincial government. While fleeing, some opted to leave behind their bedding 
(which they moved faster without) rather than abandon the guns. This act 
exemplified the sacrifice and heroism some students displayed while involved in 
the war effort. Once they delivered the rifles, the provincial administration 
expressed its gratitude by giving the students a few pigs to slaughter for food. 
GMD’s Zhejiang Education proclaimed that the students’ “brave, patriotic spirit 
is worthy of admiration.”58  

While the Japanese continued bombing Yuqian, another school in the same city, 
Number One Regional United Normal Middle School, moved into the wilderness 
on October 9, 1939.59 The students stopped in Changhua county’s Lulingpu that 
night and continued to move each subsequent day. Teachers held seminars with 
small groups of students—the war itself was an obvious topic of class 
discussion—and they educated students about Japanese violence towards the 
Chinese. Whereas before they had taught four full classes a day, sections were 
slimmed down to small seminars, always allowing the students to keep moving, 
while “classrooms” became nothing more than small village huts converted for a 
short period. Teachers even conducted classes outdoors when they were 
particularly deep in the wilderness. 

Zhejiang Education celebrated these (and other) schools that successfully 
escaped the enemy under the headline “How to React to Sudden Change” 
(implying Japanese attacks).60 Still, as Schoppa notes, there is much doubt that 
“guerilla education” was actually effective for students who were trying to study 
while escaping the Japanese invasion. But it was important at that time that the 
GMD drew from these courageous stories (perhaps exaggerated) in order to 
boost wartime morale and advance the Nationalist cause. In this way, GMD 
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literature portrayed displaced middle school students as active participants in the 
resistance to the Japanese and central to the nation’s subsequent political future.  

Implementing the Three People’s Principles in the Curriculum 

The war’s disruption not only prompted the GMD to exert stronger 
administrative control over some middle schools, it also opened the door for the 
central government to further influence actual curriculum and implement more 
specific classroom policies. As Helen Schneider notes, the MOE had already 
established a system of primary- and secondary-school textbook review before 
the war, however this process became more rigorous after the invasion, when the 
MOE increased its effort to solicit, compile, edit, “and review textbooks for use 
at all levels when the National Institute of Compilation and Translation took over 
the Committee for the Compilation of Textbooks in 1942.”61 In particular, the 
Ministry “appointed experts to edit works in order to standardize what teachers 
taught and to make sure that certain disciplines” met the needs of China and the 
GMD.62 In addition, the MOE released detailed outlines on how to implement 
Sun Yat-sen’s Three People’s Principles (Sanmin zhuyi) in primary schools, 
middle schools, institutes of higher education, normal schools, institutes of social 
education, overseas Chinese education, and in the education of Mongolian and 
Tibetan youth. The Three People’s Principles were the GMD Party’s guiding 
political ideology of nationalism, democracy, and livelihood. The MOE therefore 
designed a curriculum centered on Sun’s theory of “revolutionizing China.” 

According to MOE internal documents, the Ministry encouraged middle 
schools to “put Sun Yat-sen’s principles into practice,” noting that the first goal 
was to “establish the Three People’s Principles as the young people’s belief” and 
“cultivate a national morality of honesty, filial piety, benevolence, and peace.”63 
The second purpose was to “pay attention to young people’s character, their 
health condition, and psyche” and to “give them proper guidance and training.”64 
The last goal was to provide youth with “professional guidance and cultivate 
their knowledge of the profession” in preparation for a career.65 In order to put 
the Three People’s Principles into practice, the MOE also insisted that 
administrators emphasize nursing skills for female students, military training in 
upper middle schools, and scouting in lower middle schools. Robert Culp 
indicates that Chinese educators and the GMD had first adopted scouting in the 

                                                               
61 Schneider, Keeping the Nation’s House, 130. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Number Two History Archives (Nanjing), File no. 410, J-2941. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 



                         Jennifer Liu 574

1910s, just a few years after Robert Baden-Powell created the organization in 
1908 in Britain.66 According to Culp, “advocates favored Scouting because it 
provided students with opportunities to enact and practice many new forms of 
civility and civic action.”67 Chinese educators embraced the British program and 
“combined instruction in forms of etiquette and hygiene rooted in 
Euro-American culture with skills training and the promotion of social 
service.”68 The MOE also called on youth to cultivate patriotism, promote the 
“national spirit,” and take part in the effort of “national reconstruction” 
(jianguo).69 Sun wrote of this urgent need for the national reconstruction of 
China, which became part of GMD wartime discourse reiterated in secondary 
education curriculum. Furthermore, the MOE suggested that Sun’s words 
become mottos for schools—including his slogans “People should exist 
harmoniously together, be honest and faithful,” “wisdom, mercy, and valor,” and 
“be moral”—recommending that students make posters with such messages.70  

Although no significant number of refugee students fled to Mongolia and Tibet, 
MOE wartime policies also tried to transform primary and secondary schools in 
these peripheral regions with large minority populations. Andres Rodriguez has 
argued that “the wartime period provided an exceptional opportunity for the 
GMD state to experiment with a series of projects that sought to further its 
nation-state project in the borderland regions of China.”71 In particular, the 
MOE’s recommendations for education in Mongolia and Tibet warrant a closer 
examination because they were quite different from anywhere else in the country 
and included even stronger suggestions that educators cultivate national identity. 
The Ministry exhorted these schools to recognize Sun’s emphasis on equality, 
recommending that language and goals in Mongolia and Tibet be uniform in 
order to fulfill Sun’s wish for “the unity of the five major ethnic groups.”72 
During the wartime period, the GMD sought to bring ethnic minorities into the 
fold as part of an integral and unified modern Chinese nation-state. Thomas 
Mullaney has shown that Chiang Kai-shek and GMD authorities, unlike 
Communist leaders, actually prohibited Chinese ethnologists from “all talk of 
‘ethnic groups’” because they felt it was divisive, and instead promoted a 
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homogenous China in the war against Japan.73 The official position was that 
ethnic minorities formed a singular “Zhonghua minzu” (“Chinese people” and/or 
“Chinese state”). 74  The GMD’s education policy for non-Han peoples 
demonstrated an attempt to gradually sinicize them over the course of their 
education. For example, the MOE designed a curriculum that allowed for 
multi-lingual primary-level textbooks in Mongolian, Tibetan, and Chinese but 
required that only Chinese-language textbooks be used in all secondary schools. 
The MOE also called on Mongolian and Tibetan schools to study the history of 
“the assimilation of China’s ethnic groups,” “the geographical relationship 
between the core and periphery,” “the history and facts of imperialist aggression” 
in Mongolia and Tibet, the “relationship between people” in Mongolia and Tibet, 
“the relationship between local autonomy and democracy,” and the economic 
relationship between the two regions.75  

In addition, the MOE outlined what it called “training education,” explaining 
that “people in Mongolia and Tibet should study scientific knowledge in order to 
get rid of their superstitions about nature.” In order for that to be accomplished, 
the government directed schools to invoke “the national spirit” in order “to get 
rid of tribalism.”76 Here the MOE believed that it was improving the lives of 
non-Han peoples by calling for a change in their traditional beliefs, customs, and 
lifestyles in order to reap “the benefits of modernity and Chinese civilization.”77 
The MOE also insisted that secondary schools educate Tibetans and Mongolians 
in international affairs, calling on youth to “cultivate the spirit of patriotism.” As 
for resources, MOE policy held that school facilities and supplies “should follow 
the spirit of the Three People’s Principles and meet the local needs of Mongolia 
and Tibet,” as well as “provide all kinds of books and charts about Mongolia and 
Tibet, and cultural and historical relics from the core.”78 Here, “the core” refers 
to the non-peripheral regions of China inhabited predominantly by the Han 
Chinese. 

Although clearly denouncing “superstitions,” “tribalism,” and local languages, 
these initial GMD curriculum guidelines nevertheless created the potential for 
some intriguing pedagogical uncertainty. Undeniably, teachers were implored to 
teach about a mono-minzu China, yet at times students were still allowed to 
celebrate local (and ethnic) identities, as well as read books and study charts 
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specifically about their regions. And students still found opportunities to learn in 
their local languages even in GMD-controlled primary schools. It is not hard to 
envision how some Mongolian and Tibetan students cultivated notions of 
autonomy even in classrooms where GMD wartime curriculum was meant to 
indoctrinate the concept of a singular Zhonghua minzu. 

Conflicts with the Locals 

In addition to the evolving GMD curriculum and the trauma of refugee relocation, 
displaced schools also encountered varying receptions from local residents in the 
interior—ranging from sympathetic welcomes to outright hostility. Schoppa 
provides examples of locals who generously assisted students. Aside from 
allowing Shaoxing Middle School youth to borrow their cooking pots to make 
rice, local residents of Zhejiang province’s Dongyang county also slaughtered 
and prepared a large hog for them. 79  Initially, local communities were 
understandably alarmed by the sudden influx of students who needed food and 
other essentials. But when some schools offered immediate help in organizing 
and contributing services for the local community, tensions between students and 
residents eased. Thus, Schoppa maintains that the Zhejiang province “guerilla 
schools” had positive impacts on the many locations to which they fled.80 

Yet countless examples of hostile encounters indicate that such relations were 
not often smooth. Sometimes students themselves contributed to a souring of 
relations with villagers. On other occasions, principals and teachers joined 
students in clashing with Buddhist monks, especially when the refugees 
attempted to convert local temples into temporary schools. By no means were 
these novel occurrences: as far back as the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) officials 
had attempted to turn heterodox temples into schools.81 During the last years of 
the Qing dynasty, particularly prompted by the 1898 reform movement, the 
modernizing government had called on educators to convert Buddhist and Daoist 
temples into schools. And Rebecca Nedostup notes how the state launched an 
“anti-superstition” campaign during the Nanjing Decade (1927–37), when the 
GMD seized temples and “openly encouraged educators to convert civil temples 
to night schools and other features of mass education.”82 

Wartime displacement only exacerbated such long-standing tensions between 
schools and temples, and there were many such cases reported to the government 
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from 1938–44. In Sichuan, Jiangji County Vocational Middle School students 
destroyed Guangshou Temple’s Buddhist images and occupied the site after their 
principal encouraged them to convert the temple into their new school building. 
In response, Chongqing’s Office of the Secretary insisted that the school 
compensate the temple. In another peculiar episode, a Tibetan monk, Qimiao, 
rented out a temple to Hunan Provincial Temporary High School, which served 
both lower middle and upper middle grades (only the latter used the temple). 
Initially, he concluded that “education was very important.”83 However, a letter 
to Chiang Kai-shek purportedly written by the monk reported that relations soon 
soured after the school refused to pay rent. In addition, the letter accused the 
students of pouring liquid soap into the temple’s pond, poisoning 300 fish. (Some 
Buddhists adopted the practice of fangsheng—“rescuing” live fish and other 
animals from slaughter by buying them to place in temple ponds or release into 
the wild, because of their prohibition on taking life). According to the letter, 
students also ate the monks’ food and stole their personal belongings and 
property, including furniture. As director of the temple, “Qimiao” asked Chiang 
Kai-shek to have the school compensate him 600 yuan.84  

However, the Hunan Provincial Government soon conducted an investigation 
and discovered that “a local scoundrel” had completely fabricated the accusations. 
In fact, someone had used the monk’s name to concoct the entire story. When 
government officials approached Qimao, he maintained he never wrote the letter 
and had cordial relations with the school and its students.85 Examples such as 
these indicated that when students and faculty relocated to new areas, conflicts 
were likely to result with local residents. In this incident, an imposter had tried to 
sabotage the relationship between the school and temple. The fact that non-local 
students were now turning temples into schools made the situation more explosive 
than in earlier eras. 

In a similar incident, Hou Yongqing, a representative of Wusheng county in 
Sichuan, reported that Jingren Middle School students destroyed Buddhist 
images. In a report to government superiors, Hou agreed that the temples and 
Buddhist figures were “superstitious” yet argued that they were still important 
because they instilled fear in people and prevented them from doing “bad 
things.” “This is something that complements laws and morals,” he wrote.86 In 
Republican China, the vast majority of inland residents in rural areas were poorly 
educated and local officials saw religion as a means to instill moral principles in 
their community. It was therefore understandable why officials like Hou were 

                                                               
83 Number Two History Archives (Nanjing), File no. 5262, J-1275. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 



                         Jennifer Liu 578

alarmed when Jingren students and faculty converted a local deity temple into 
their classroom, desecrated the images inside, and took down temple decorations. 
Hou lamented “superstitious” beliefs but nevertheless argued that the images had 
“aesthetic value,” noting that “everyone in the county was very upset about this 
situation.”87  

More conflicts between refugee students and Buddhist monks flared as the war 
dragged on. In one case, a Boy Scout group from Pingliang Middle School in 
Gansu province destroyed a Buddhist statue in Nantai Temple.88 According to 
the monks, while students stayed at the temple they disrupted those who were 
reading sutras aloud by leaping on stage and proclaiming, “the government 
should preside over the rights of Nantai Temple, not the monks!” The monks 
reported the incident to the local court, which concluded that Pingliang Middle 
School’s principal wanted to convert the temple into a school, thus encouraging 
his students to do “bad things” while they stayed there. In response, the Gansu 
Provincial Government submitted an unfavorable report of the monks, accusing 
them of lying and placing the blame entirely on them. It deemed the monks “too 
traditional for believing everyone should be Buddhists” and criticized their 
opposition to “modernization, including students’ education.”89 On one occasion, 
the monks were performing a ceremony of burning incense and collecting money 
at the same time and place as the Boy Scouts were camping. The monks claimed 
students had beaten a seventy-three year old monk named Qing Lian, yet when 
officials visited the temple to inspect the alleged victim they did not find any 
wounds on his body. Consequently, the Gansu Provincial Government concluded 
that the monks “meddled too much” in local affairs by “thinking everyone should 
be Buddhist” and “collecting money during the war.”90 In essence, the monks 
interfered with the provincial government’s wartime effort, and Wang Zizhi, the 
principal of Pingliang Middle School, along with his students, were right to 
persuade others to oppose the monks and shun Buddhism. However, provincial 
government officials did assert that the principal should have kept his students 
under control and prevented them from acting so impulsively.91 Still, accusations 
of lying monks carried significant weight and helped contribute to talk of 
unsavory Buddhist “superstitions.”  

Meanwhile, from the perspective of some interior residents the arrival of 
displaced, relatively wealthy, and educated students from the northeast and 
coastal areas was an assault on their way of life, including both traditional 
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agrarian values and Buddhist beliefs. Temples were not the only sites forced to 
house relocated schools, often with little compensation. In Jianshi county, Hubei 
province, Wei Cigang complained that the principal of a relocated lower middle 
school, Yi Yandao, and his students vandalized Wei’s farmland and barn. 
Principal Yi forced Wei to turn over his farm to the school and sign a contract 
stipulating that the school could rent his land. The school staff depleted the 
ripened wheat on Wei’s farm that his family depended on for food. Wei also 
argued that his farm was a dangerous place for students, reasoning that “a school 
located on open land would be an easy target for bombing.” He suggested that 
the school move to the mountains for the safety of the students, though he clearly 
had personal motives in doing so.92 

In other places, locals responded with far more ferocity than farmers like Wei. 
In a report written to the Executive Yuan, Lu Minhun, the principal of Capital 
Minorities School, complained about a problem with a “local strongman” after 
the school relocated to Caijia village’s Longche Temple in Chongqing’s Ba 
county. Chinese custom held that when people moved to a new area they were 
supposed to contact village heads and bestow gifts upon them. Unfortunately, 
Capital Minorities School did not adhere to this custom and instead personally 
offended the local strongman, Wu Anyi, by neglecting to pay its respects. Wu 
then threatened to murder someone at the school and set it on fire after claiming 
that faculty, staff, and students had destroyed a temple’s images. Wu gathered a 
number of Buddhists and demanded the school pay for the damages. In response, 
Principal Lu argued that Sun Yat-sen himself had called on his countrymen to 
“break down feudal superstitions and refrain from idol worship,” thus the school 
was only following the late President’s decrees. The principal also wrote that Wu 
was creating difficulties because of rural resistance to modern and formal 
education, not for the sake of Buddhism or the temple. Principal Lu noted that 
the nearby City God Temple had been converted into a market selling Chinese 
products; another temple, Haitang Temple, had become part of a park; and a third, 
Wenquan Temple, had turned into the local office for the MOE. According to the 
principal, nobody objected to the conversion of these but Wu and his 
accomplices opposed the school and were thus “destroying education.”93  

After the Executive Yuan received Principal Lu’s report, it replied that the 
Sichuan Provincial Government should handle the case. Provincial officials 
investigated the Capital Minorities School and discovered it was actually private 
and illegal, and therefore ordered it shut down. Principal Lu subsequently penned 
a letter directly to Chiang Kai-shek, in which he explained that the school had 
been registered in Nanjing but had to relocate to Sichuan when the Japanese 
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invaded the city. According to Lu, once the school settled in Sichuan the 
provincial government wanted to shut it down because it could not provide any 
financial support for education. He argued that education was “very important for 
the nation”—if his school did not receive funding, nobody would be willing to 
work for it in the future.94 Furthermore, Lu asserted that if the provincial 
government closed down his school it too would be “destroying education.”95 
Unfortunately, the Executive Yuan archives do not reveal if the issue was ever 
resolved. 

Corruption Cases in Displaced Schools 

Wartime relocation not only exposed tension between schools and locals, it also 
provided opportunities for corrupt administrators to benefit from the misery of 
others. In one case, the Shanxi Province Association reported to the MOE that 
Principal Shen Disheng of National Number Five Middle School failed to 
distribute government stipends to students. When the students rallied to demand 
that he provide the funds, he instead sent henchmen to beat the youths, putting 
some in the hospital. Most of the injured hailed from Shanxi province, having 
relocated to Chongqing.96 Principal Shen only served the school for four months 
before the Ministry sent a replacement in August 1939.97 

Such examples of financial corruption were the most common complaints. In 
another episode, an education supervisor reported in March 1940 that Principal 
Ge Weifen of National Number Six Middle School was guilty of malfeasance, 
embezzling the school’s funds by increasing his own salary while reducing 
students’ “tea-drinking money.” When Ge purchased school supplies he also 
pocketed some of the items. Moreover, he went so far as to fabricate the 
identities of non-existent teachers, padding the faculty roster and stealing the 
extra government salaries. In addition, when sick students did not come to school 
to claim their stipends, Ge kept the money for himself instead. Along with theft 
and embezzlement, more dramatic forms of corruption emerged in this particular 
relocated school, another testament to the disruption of the war. According to the 
education supervisor, under Principal Ge’s leadership “nobody enforced order” at 
National Number Six and the school descended into chaos. The supervisor 
described how “student dormitories were filthy,” resulting in “illnesses and even 
death.”98 Besides suffering from physical deterioration, the school also exhibited 
scandalous behavior, including teachers and students involved in illicit affairs. 
                                                               
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid.  
96 Ibid.  
97 Jiaoyubu, Di’erci Zhongguo jiaoyu nianjian, 380. 
98 Number Two History Archives (Nanjing), File no. 5262, J-1275. 
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The supervisor also raised alarms over the fact that many of National Number 
Six’s boys and girls were dating.99 The education supervisor reported that some 
girls had even become prostitutes while others openly cohabitated with male 
students.100 In yet another incident, Yi Maoqin, principal of Girls’ Middle School 
in Sichuan province’s Guang’an county, was accused of evicting students from 
some classrooms and instead moving his family in to live. When they criticized 
him, Yi expelled a number of students. In the same county a fire that destroyed 
Guang’an County Middle School was blamed on the principal’s mismanagement, 
prompting students to demand his termination.101  

Besides unscrupulous principals or teachers, students were also vulnerable to 
victimization from security personnel and local police, the very people who were 
supposed to protect them. For example, when Yixun Girls’ Middle School 
relocated to Chongqing from Wuhan, its principal did not establish ties with the 
local powers and the school remained insular, perhaps because relocation was 
particularly dangerous for a girls’ school. As a result, thieves constantly robbed 
the dormitories, prompting the school to hire a local policeman to patrol the 
campus. However, the policeman not only was unable to stop the intruding 
thieves, he also stole many possessions from the school himself. Not until a 
Green Gang chief’s daughter transferred to the school did the robberies end.102 
(Evidently, the Green Gang was more powerful and intimidating than local law 
enforcement.) 

In essence, the central government had the power and ability to establish and 
relocate national middle schools but it could not supervise their day-to-day 
business. When displaced students became victims of corrupt principals or 
teachers, the GMD exercised little ability to ameliorate the problems or prevent 
such unsavory situations from occurring in the first place. Also, students’ tense 
encounters with farmers, villagers, and Buddhist monks in the interior differed 
from the more immediate distress caused by immoral principals and teachers. 
Students could leave a local area that bore hostile residents but they could not 
easily separate themselves from unscrupulous principals or teachers, whom they 
depended on for guidance and sustenance while so far away from home. Often 
students were trapped in unfortunate situations they could not escape. 
Furthermore, in such incidents students were not heard directly but represented 

                                                               
99 Dating was frowned upon not only in 1940s China but also today. It is still common for 
young Chinese to never have had a boyfriend or girlfriend, and many teens were (and are) 
discouraged from having romantic relationships in middle school, and instead told to focus on 
school work. 
100 Number Two History Archives (Nanjing), File no. 5262, J-1275. 
101 Ibid.   
102 Li, Echoes of Chongqing, 44. For a detailed discussion of the Green Gang, see Frederic 
Wakeman, Jr., Policing Shanghai, 1927–1937. 
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by others on their behalf. In the above examples, the complaints were not 
reported by students themselves but rather by the Shanxi Province Association or 
the education supervisor. Nor do the archives reveal how or if the government 
addressed or resolved these problems (with the exception of National Number 
Five Middle School, where the MOE replaced its crooked principal). 
Unfortunately, most likely the GMD did little; the government had an 
overwhelming number of wartime concerns that took priority over reportedly 
corrupt administrators or faculty. While the war allowed for greater centralized 
control over secondary curriculum and provided the GMD a strong hand in 
actively relocating schools, the state had limited control over the actual behavior 
of students and faculty.  

Conclusion 

The Sino-Japanese War was a dangerous and chaotic time that brought 
tremendous challenges for China’s civilians. However, the GMD managed to 
successfully aid the majority of the population’s middle school students by lifting 
them out of places of harm, establishing national middle schools, registering 
refugee students, and offering a degree of stability in an environment full of 
instability. Many of these students found refuge in the interior, where they were 
able to continue their education despite having their studies interrupted by 
Japanese air raids and the necessity to flee. Jessie Lutz notes that the migration of 
students during the war “announced to the world that China would survive as a 
sovereign nation.”103 The GMD also proudly viewed the students’ retreat to the 
interior as an act of defiance to the Japanese enemy and a display of patriotism 
symbolizing China’s national reconstruction. Not only did middle schools endure 
and function throughout the eight-year conflict, the number of schools and 
students increased remarkably. All of this was no small feat for the GMD.    

The war also provided opportunity for the state to expand its powers by 
chartering national middle schools. Before the conflict, all secondary education 
was under local (provincial, county or municipal) authorities. However, even 
after the war, these middle schools remained “national” and did not revert back to 
provincial or municipal control. Similarly, many specific GMD educational 
policies and curriculum changes introduced during the war also remained in 
effect after hostilities ended, including the Nationalists’ heavy emphasis on party 
indoctrination (such as the Three People’s Principles) in secondary education. 
That trend would continue after the Nationalists fled mainland China following 
their defeat by the Communists in 1949, as party indoctrination grew even more 
                                                               
103 Jessie G. Lutz, “Comments,” 125. 
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intense in Taiwan’s schools and the GMD exerted stronger influence over 
curriculum in the 1950s.  

Still, in spite of the GMD’s overall success in relocating middle schools it 
could not prevent some of the challenges refugee students faced as they trekked 
into the interior. This included antagonistic farmers, villagers, local strongmen, 
and Buddhist monks, who acted in such a manner because they rightfully felt that 
the sudden influx of refugees into their communities disrupted their lives. 
Students often incited such hostility by insisting local residents change their 
traditional and religious ways (which the students viewed as “backwards”) and 
become more “modern.” This conflict between tradition and modernity was a 
constant source of contention in many cases, prompting some communities to 
regard refugee students as ungrateful and pushy guests who imposed and 
overstayed their welcome. Besides these tensions with local residents, students 
also occasionally encountered an even more serious problem in the form of 
corrupt principals and teachers, whom they had a much more difficult time 
confronting. Ironically, while the GMD proved it could go to remarkable lengths 
to rescue students from the Japanese, it was usually unable to save them from 
dangerous or unscrupulous teachers, principals, administrators or aggressive 
Nationalist officers. Yet despite these challenges, for most middle school students 
the story of mass relocation was ultimately one of remarkable tenacity, an 
extreme commitment to education, and triumph—for the majority of youth were 
able to continue their studies amidst the destruction of war and an invasion that 
severely disrupted their lives. 
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