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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 

Among all of the warlord regimes in the Republic of China, the Fengtian Clique 

(Fengxi junfa奉系軍閥) in Manchuria was particularly known for its key role in a period 

of declining central government, chaotic civil war, and strong foreign presence. This 

thesis centers on two key figures: Zhang Zuolin 張作霖 (1875–1928), the warlord leader 

of the Fengtian Clique from 1916 to 1928, and Wang Yongjiang 王永江 (1872–1927), a 

civil official within the Fengtian Clique who served as the director of the Bureau of 

Finance (Caizhengting zhang 財政廳長) from 1917 to 1920 while simultaneously serving 

as the acting Fengtian Provincial Governor from 1920 to 1926.  

I draw on a diverse array of primary sources, including local government records, 

official correspondence, memoirs and yearbooks in Chinese, Japanese, and English, to 

argue that Wang Yongjiang’s economic and industrial reforms in Fengtian Province 

during the 1910s and 1920s represent a unique and ambitious experiment in state-

building under a warlord regime. Wang was enabled by Zhang Zuolin’s military support 

and relative autonomy to implement technocratic and pragmatic policies that stabilized 

Fengtian’s finances, expanded infrastructure, and laid the groundwork for industrial 

development. Wang’s reform was built on the earlier reform efforts of Zhao Erxun, whose 

administrative reorganization in the wake of Russo-Japanese War helped establish a 

provincial governance, including a more centralized bureaucracy and consolidated 

provincial authority. But Wang’s policies also marked a critical shift in the focus of 

official activism from institutional restructuring toward technocratic economic 

governance. Wang’s success was ultimately constrained by the militarized nature of the 
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Fengtian regime itself, as Zhang Zuolin’s growing ambitions outside of Manchuria 

diverted resources from regional development and undermined Wang’s civilian reform 

agenda, and led to the eventual collapse of his programs. Through this lens, the thesis 

explores the tensions between civil and military authority, the role of technocratic 

governance under the warlord regime, and the limitations of regional reform within a 

fractured national landscape.  

On June 4, 1928, Zhang Zuolin, accompanied by civil and military officials, was 

travelling from Beijing back to Fengtian. As the train reached the Huanggutun皇姑屯 

Station bridge, where the Beijing-Fengtian Railway intersected with the South 

Manchurian Railway line controlled by the Japanese imperial forces, a bombed exploded 

and caused the train to crash. The blast severely injured Zhang Zuolin, who died later the 

same day.1 During the Tokyo Trials after World War II, the Huanggutun Incident was 

officially recognized as the beginning of Japan’s planned invasion of Manchuria. This 

incident illustrates the chaotic political environment of early twentieth century 

Manchuria, particularly as the region engaged in full-scale economic and political 

competition with Japan even prior to the Japanese invasion in 1931. 

While the assassination of Zhang Zuolin and the subsequent establishment of the 

Manchukuo puppet state may suggest the failure of a political struggle, Manchuria, 

particularly under the Fengtian Clique in the 1920s, experienced notable advancements in 

 

1 Guo Chunxiu edited, Zhang Zuolin shuxin wendian ji张作霖书信⽂电集 [Collection of Zhang Zuolin’s Leters and 
Telegraph] (Wanjuan chubanshe, 2013), 854. A telegraph titled “About Zhang Zuolin was Bombed at Shen Yang 
Province” described the entire incident in details, featuring note from Fengtian Clique urging the Japanese Consulate in 
the Fengtian Clique to investigate who was responsible for the bombing. 
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economic development and industrialization. This thesis examines early modernization 

efforts in Fengtian during the late 1910s and 1920s under the leadership of Zhang Zuolin. 

It shows how the late-Qing response to the Russo-Japanese War gave rise to the 

formation and evolution of the Fengtian Clique and to the convoluted relationship 

between civil and military officials within the warlord regime. The thesis focuses on the 

role of civil officials, particularly Wang Yongjiang, and their policies concerning the 

utilization of natural resources, labor migration, railway construction, mining industries, 

and infrastructure development, all within the broader context of great power 

competition.  

Historiography of the Warlord Period  

The Chinese term for “warlord” (junfa 軍閥) is a relatively modern invention, as 

the concept and practice of warlordism had no clear equivalent in the pre-modern 

Chinese state. Although warfare was frequent throughout imperial Chinese dynasties, 

Mary Wright have noted that Confucian thinkers and philosophers, including military 

theorists, were generally held in higher regard than militants.2 Armies in imperial China 

were typically organized within a bureaucratic structure, with command often granted to 

civil officials rather than professional military officers.3 As a result, independent regional 

military figures were uncommon. Even during the Qing (1644–1912), when the central 

government recruited personal armies to combat large-scale rebellions, these forces 

 

2 Arthur Waldron, “The Warlord: Twentieth-Century Chinese Understandings of Violence, Militarism, and 
Imperialism,” The American Historical Review 96, no. 4 (1991): 1074, https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/96.4.1073. 
3 Waldron provides example of prominent army commanders from Ming and Qing, such as Wang Yue and Zeng 
Guofan, who emerged as Confucian scholars or local elites. Waldron, “The Warlord,” 1074-1075.  
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remained nominally subordinate to official control.4 These local bandits often held social 

connections with higher elites, as exemplified by Zeng Guofan’s Xiang Army during the 

Taiping Rebellion, and their leaders tended to prioritize national interests over regional 

ambitions.5 Following the fall of the Qing, provincial military commanders in the 1910s 

began to adopt the title “supervisor of military affairs” (dujun督軍), which referred to 

commanders of independent provincial armies. This designation was later replaced by the 

term junfa. The first recorded use of the term junfa in China is attributed to Chen Duxiu, 

where he published the article “倒軍閥” in Meizhou Pinglun 每周評論 in 1918. In the 

piece Chen contrasted the opposition of students at Japan’s Keio University to militarist 

politicians, and underscored the celebration of Guan Yu and Yue Fei by students at 

Nankai University.6 It was subsequently adopted, often with negative connotations, by 

rival warlords Wu Peifu吳佩孚 and Zhang Zuolin 張作霖, and Republican politician 

Sun Yat-sen 孫中山. In these contexts, junfa carried the implication of self-serving 

military leaders who prioritized personal power over national interests.7 

Several scholars of the Warlord Era (1912–1928) have attempted to give 

definition to warlordism.8 Edward McCord has highlighted the limitations of common 

definitions that equate Chinese warlordism with either regional military power or 

 

4 See the formation of t’uan-lien in Philip Kuhn, “Taiping Rebellion,” in Cambridge History of China vol.10, ed. John 
Fairbank (Cambridge University Press, 1978), 284.  
5 Waldron, “The Warlord,” 1075.  
6 Waldron, “The Warlord,” 1080. 
7 Waldron, “The Warlord,” 1080. Wu Peifu and Zhang Zuolin had used junfa to denounce each other, whereas Sun Yat-
sen and the GMD had increasingly been advocating for anti-militarism by late 1924.  
8 See McCord’s footnote on the debate of terminology and definition in Edward McCord, The Power of the Gun: The 
Emergence of Modern Chinese Warlordism (University of California Press, 1993), 5.  
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fragmented militarism, suggesting that neither definition is able to account for the 

organizational diversity of late Qing and early Republican armies.9 McCord believes that 

the term “praetorianism” best equates this concept, stating that it can be described as a 

situation where a number of individual military commanders exercise autonomous 

political power by virtue of the actual or threatened use of military force under their 

personal control. In a subsequent article, McCord offers a more nuanced definition, 

stating that “warlordism is a situation in which military commanders exert a significant 

degree of political authority over a sub-state region, or within a fragmented political 

order, based on their personal control of military force.”10 According to this definition, 

warlordism cannot be reduced to a singular model of military organization; rather, each 

regional regime must be analyzed within its specific local context. This thesis takes up 

McCord’s challenge to consider one such “warlord” state on its own terms. 

Studies of the Warlord period typically define the era as beginning with the fall of 

Qing in 1911–1912 and ending with Chiang Kai-shek’s reunification of China and the 

establishment of the Nanjing government in 1928.11 Early scholarship in the 1960s to 

1970s often focused on individual warlords and the provinces they controlled, including 

the Guangxi Clique, Yan Xishan 閻錫山 in Shanxi, Zhang Zuolin in Fengtian, and Wu 

Peifu in Zhili (present-day Hebei).12 This focus is understandable given the complexity of 

 

9 McCord, The Power of the Gun, 4-5.  
10 Edward McCord, “Toward a Social History of Modern Chinese Warlordism,” Journal of Chinese Military History 11, 
no. 1 (2022): 35, https://doi.org/10.1163/22127453-bja10010. Here McCord summarizes and agrees with Waldron’s 
definition in his article “The Warlord,” 1991.  
11 Some scholars suggest dating the era to mid 1930s, since regional forces still made an impact until the Japanese 
invasion. See David Bonavia, China’s Warlords (Oxford University Press, 1995), 2.  
12 The early scholarship that focuses on individual warlords includes Diana Lary, Region and Nation: The Kwangsi 
Clique in Chinese Politics, 1925–1937 (Cambridge University Press, 1974); Oderic Wou, Militarism in Modern China: 
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the period and the compelling personal narratives of many warlords. During the same 

period, a number of studies have also offered broader overviews of the warlord or 

concentrated on specific political and military campaigns, such as the Northern 

Expedition and Zhili-Fengtian Wars.13 These works contributed significantly to the 

historiography at the time, which had been lacking, and they rely heavily on sources such 

as warlord memoirs, Chinese-language newspapers, and foreign reports. As a result, early 

scholarship is often biographical in nature and centers on chaotic warfare and on the 

actions and achievements of individual warlords. Meanwhile, the experiences and 

perspectives of a wider range of social groups, including civil and lower-ranking military 

officials, their families, soldiers, and civilians have often been marginalized in the 

historical narrative. 

In recent decades, scholars have increasingly turned their attention to the role of 

diverse social classes and the processes of nation-state building during the warlord era. 

Scholars such as Xavier Paulès and Huaiyin Li have examined the collective impact of 

state-building efforts in the Republic of China. Paulès focuses on four key domains—

transportation infrastructure, education, economic planning, and statistics—during 1916–

1937. He argues that many warlords demonstrated a strong concern for state-building. Li, 

on the other hand, analyzes warlordism through the lens of “centralized regionalism,” a 

concept referring to regional leaders dominating one or several provinces and 

 

The Career of Wu P’ei-fu, 1916-1939 (Australian National University Press, 1978), Gavan McCormick, Chang Tso-lin 
in Northeast China, 1911-1928: China, Japan, and the Manchurian Idea (Stanford University Press, 1977), and Donald 
G. Gillin, Warlord: Yen Hsi-shan in Shansi Province, 1911-1930 (Princeton University Press, 1967). 
13 An example of an early comprehensive history is Bonavia’s Chinese Warlords. On the North Expedition, see Donald 
A. Jordan, The Northern Expedition: China’s National Revolution of 1926–1928 (University of Hawai‘i Press, 1976). 



 7 

establishing effective mechanisms to mobilize and utilize local resources for economic 

and military development.14 Paulès also highlights the convergence between regional 

state-building policies and those undertaken by the Nanjing government, while Li 

categorizes this trend as a regional-to-national process of state formation that resembles 

the developmental trajectory of other late-modernizing states such as Germany, Italy, and 

Japan.15 The themes of modernization and nation-state building are central to this thesis, 

and, in the case of the Fengtian Clique, such efforts include the founding of Dongbei 

University in 1923 and the construction of the Shenyang-Hailong railway line between 

1925 and 1928. 

Another limitation of earlier scholarship on warlordism is the tendency to 

attribute contributions to nation-state building or the formation of warlord regimes solely 

to the warlords themselves. More recent studies, however, have paid closer attention to 

the civil-military division (in Chinese: “civil” wen 文 and “military” wu 武) that 

characterized many regional warlord administrations. Much like the principles of yin and 

yang, wen traditionally referred to civil domains such as education, literati, culture, and 

morality, whereas wu referred to military affairs.16 While there is a conventional 

assumption that military officials were uneducated, during the post-1912 period, military 

officials came from diverse educational and professional backgrounds. For instance, 

 

14 Xavier Paulès, “Warlords at Work: Four Crucial Realms and Four Dynamics of State Building in Republican China, 
1916–1937,” Twentieth-Century China 41, no.1 (2022):41, https://doi.org/10.1353/tcc.2022.0008.; Huaiyin Li, 
“Centralized Regionalism: The Rise of Regional Fiscal-Military States in China, 1916–28,” Modern Asian Studies 55, 
no. 1 (2021): 256, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X18000501. 
15 Paulès, “Warlords at Work,” 48-49; Li, “Centralized Regionalism,” 257.  
16 Kai Filipiak, “Introduction: Civil-Military Relations in Chinese History,” in Civil-Military Relations in Chinese 
History: From Ancient China to the Communist Takeover, ed. Kai Filipiak (Routledge, 2015), 4.  
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Zhang Zuolin had little formal education, whereas Feng Yuxiang 馮玉祥 (1882–1948) 

was trained in the Chinese Classics and later converted to Christianity.17 Yan Xishan, on 

the other hand, “showed the influences of European fascism and Russian Bolshevism, 

Japanese militarism, Confucianism and Christianity.”18 This diversity of intellectual 

influences military officials underscore the need to move beyond simplistic civil-military 

binaries and instead examine how ideologies, personal backgrounds, and institutional 

roles shaped the interactions between civil and military officials in regional governance.  

In the case of the Fengtian Clique, Ronald Suleski’s work has illuminated the 

contribution of civil official Wang Yongjiang to economic and industrial reforms, as well 

as his complicated relationship with the Zhang Zuolin-led Fengtian Clique based mainly 

on Japanese sources.19 More recently, Jonathan Tang has contributed to the 

historiography of warlordism by addressing the issue of the civil-military division 

through the study of a 1920 mutiny in Pinjiang County, Hunan, tracing the shift in power 

from Tan Yankai 譚延闓 (1880–1930), a classically trained late-Qing elite, to Zhao 

Hengti 趙恆惕 (1880–1971), a military officer trained in Japan. Tang’s research 

challenges the established narrative that the dominance of military officials contributed to 

the chaos of the early Republican period and suggests instead of story a gradual reform in 

favor of a return to a more centralized state. The established narrative often characterizes 

warlords as brutal and illiterate bandits, rather than military officers. Yet it must be 

remembered that the civil officials at the time should share some of the blame for 

 

17 Bonavia, China’s Warlords, 66, 98, 101.  
18 Bonavia, China’s Warlords, 127.  
19 See Ronald Suleski, Civil Government in Warlord China: Tradition, Modernization and Manchuria (P. Lang, 2002). 
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instability, as they were also often incompetent and remained in the literati tradition. As 

the Republic replaced the empire, nothing seemed to change from the late Qing period.20 

Tang challenges this narrative and argues that, in the case of Hunan, wen persisted and 

enabled local elites in Hunan to survive during a period of broader unrest.21 

Overall, scholarship on Republican-era Chinese warlordism has evolved from a 

focus on biographies of warlords to more comprehensive studies examining the broader 

social impact of warlord regimes and the diverse historical actors involved in shaping this 

period. This thesis seeks to contribute to this growing body of work by exploring the civil 

and military division within warlord governance, offering a more expansive and nuanced 

portrayal of warlord rule in early twentieth century Manchuria and focusing on gradual 

reforms rather than radical political movements.  

Sources  

Jonathan Tang has noted that the limitations in source selection have contributed 

to the historiography’s predominant focus on individual warlords. Observations from 

foreigners, for example, can offer valuable outsider perspectives, but their accounts 

frequently lack insight into the complex internal power dynamics of local regimes.22 

Nevertheless, scholarship on the Warlord Era has drawn upon a wide range of sources in 

multiple languages and from diverse perspectives, many of which are also used in this 

thesis. Some of my sources, including the Shengjing Times (Shengjing shibao 盛京時報), 

 

20 Jonathan Tang, “Mutiny in Hunan: Writing and Rewriting the ‘Warlord Era’ in Early Republican Chinese History” 
(PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2019), 7, ProQuest (22619265). 
21 Tang, “Mutiny in Hunan,” 8.  
22 Tang, “Mutiny in Hunan,” 55.  
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and the Taiwan Daily News (Taiwan riri xinbao 臺灣日日新報), held particular 

significance in the context of Japan’s expanding presence in Manchuria. Daily coverage 

of the warlord regime and its changing administrative policies, alongside publications by 

the South Manchurian Railway Company, reveals Japan’s economic and political 

competition with the local Chinese authorities.  

Memoirs constitute another major source, and some of these were written by 

warlords themselves later in life. However, these sources naturally present challenges of 

reliability, as they are often shaped by the authors’ retrospective interpretations and may 

contain intentional or unintentional distortions. One source the thesis utilized is the 

published oral history of Zhang Xueliang, the son of Zhang Zuolin. While it was 

conducted by Zhang Zhiyu and Zhang Zhibing at Columbia University when Zhang was 

in his nineties, the editors took care to align Zhang’s recollections with established 

historical facts, supplementing the narrative with footnotes and explanatory comments, 

providing a more personal view of key political and military developments and in-depth 

knowledge of the factional dynamics within the Fengtian Clique.  

Finally, published Chinese-language studies and archival documents related to the 

Fengtian Clique, including telegraphs involving Zhang Zuolin, writings by Wang 

Yongjiang and recollection from his colleagues and family members, serve as valuable 

primary and secondary sources on the Fengtian Clique.  

Chapter Outline  

Chapter One explores the complex political environment of Manchuria in the late 

Qing. That environment was shaped by the growing presence of foreign powers, 
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particularly Japan and Russia, including foreign-dominated railway construction and 

surveys of natural resources. The chapter also analyzes the role of Zhao Erxun, the 

military general of Shengjing from 1905 to 1907, focusing on his administrative and 

economic reforms following the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). This chapter argues 

that Zhao’s efforts represented the broader wave of late Qing reforms aimed at unifying 

overlapping local institutions and strengthening local economy. Although the Qing court 

in Manchuria was largely powerless to reverse the impact of the Russo-Japanese war, 

Zhao’s proposals for reorganizing Fengtian Province laid the groundwork for 

Manchuria’s eventual transition to provincial governance.  

Chapter Two traces Zhang Zuolin’s consolidation of power in Manchuria and 

Wang Yongjiang’s first attempts of economic reforms between 1917 and 1920 as the 

director of Bureau of Finance in the Fengtian clique. This chapter argues that, unlike 

appointments made by a central government, Wang’s rise was facilitated by personal 

networks within the Fengtian Clique. The networks, though frequently shaped by 

factional rivalries, enabled his close collaboration with Zhang Zuolin.  

  Chapter Three centers on Wang Yongjiang’s later economic and industrial 

reforms from 1921 to 1926, as Wang became the acting provincial governor of Fengtian 

alongside his position at the Bureau of Finance. This chapter highlights the Fengtian 

regime’s emphasis on railway construction amid competition with Japanese and Russian, 

which reflects a key departure from earlier reform efforts. The chapter also examines how 

Zhang Zuolin’s increasing military ambitions drained departmental revenue. While 

military backing initially enabled Wang’s economic reforms, it ultimately contributed to 

his resignation, as civil war expenditures eclipsed developmental priorities.   
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The conclusion addresses Zhang Xueliang’s nationalistic approach of reuniting 

Manchuria with the Nationalist government prior to the Japanese invasion in 1931 and 

situates the development of Manchuria in early twentieth century in a broader 

comparative framework. 
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Chapter Two: Zhao Erxun’s Reforms amid Japanese and Russian Pressure 
 
 

In the early 1990s, Zhang Xueliang 張學良(1901–2001) recalled that the key 

figure in charge of Fengtian during the early Republican period was a man named Zhao 

Erxun, whom Zhang Zuolin held in especially high regard.23 Zhao Erxun is best known as 

the leading compiler of the Draft Qing History (Qing shi gao 清史稿) and a Qing loyalist 

who suppressed the revolutionary forces in Manchuria in 1911. Nevertheless, he also 

played an important role as an elite official who initiated a series of large-scale reforms 

after the Russo-Japanese War in Manchuria between 1905 to 1907 and was instrumental 

in promoting both Zhang Zuolin and Wang Yongjiang to key provincial positions. He is 

thus a central figure for understanding the transitional period from late-Qing to early 

Republican governance in Manchuria, during which the groundwork was laid for the 

emergence of the Fengtian Clique. 

This chapter begins by introducing the relaxation of migration restrictions to 

Manchuria in late Qing and investigates the increasingly complex power dynamics 

between Manchuria, Russia, and Japan from the 1890s to 1900s, and the reforms of Zhao 

Erxun during his time as the governor of Fengtian. This chapter argues that, while Zhao 

Erxun’s reforms laid an essential foundation for Manchuria’s early modernization, their 

effectiveness remained limited in the face of sustained Russian and Japanese 

encroachment. They should ultimately be seen as part of a broader wave of late-Qing 

 

23 Zhang Xueliang koushu lishi 張學良⼝述歷史 [Oral history of Zhang Xueliang] (Beijing: Dangdai zhongguo 
chubanshe, 2014), vol. 1, 572.  
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reforms by reform-minded elites that were ultimately constrained by the structural 

limitations of the imperial system. 

Manchuria in the Late Qing  

Northeast China, commonly referred to as “Manchuria” in Anglophone 

historiography, is renowned for its fertile soil and rich natural resources.24 This region has 

been historically significant throughout different dynasties and played a central role in 

numerous major encounters in global and regional history. Geographically, Manchuria 

refers to the Northeastern frontier of Asia, encompassing three provinces of the People’s 

Republic of China (Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning). The region also borders with 

Russia and North Korea. In contemporary terms, these provinces are collectively known 

as the “Eastern Three Provinces” (Dongsansheng 東三省) or simply “the Northeast” 

(Dongbei 東北). Although the Fengtian Clique derived its name from Fengtian 

province—present-day Liaoning—the clique eventually extended its control over all 

three provinces in Manchuria.25 

Decades of internal and external crises contributed to the weakening of the Qing. 

In the context of Manchuria, this decline had two major consequences. The first was the 

 

24 Mark Elliott, “Limits of Tartary: Manchuria in Imperial and National Geographies,” The Journal of Asian Studies 59, 
no 3 (Aug 2000): 604–7, https://doi.org/10.2307/2658945. In this section Elliot illustrates extensively the evolution of 
the “troublesome toponym.” The area has undergone several name changes, reflecting complex historical dynamics. 
Initially, “Manchu” referred exclusively to the ethnic groups that established Qing. The term “Manchuria,” rendered as 
Manshû in Japanese, emerged in Japan following the convention set up by the Jesuits. After Japan’s invasion of 
Manchuria in 1931, the Japanese used the term Manshû to advocate for the region’s political separation from China’s 
sovereignty, while the Chinese regimes persisted in using Dongbei to avoid the remnants of Japanese and Russian 
imperialism, asserting the region as an integral part of China. In this paper, to keep align with English-language 
scholarship, I will exclusively use the term “Manchuria.” 
25 The names and territorial boundaries of Fengtian Province and the broader Manchurian region have undergone 
numerous changes since the early twentieth century.  
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relaxation of the Qing prohibition on Han Chinese migration to the region. In the early 

Qing, Manchuria was significant as the ancestral homeland for the Manchu rulers and 

was a region to which emperors frequently returned for ceremonial visits.26 Early Qing 

rulers and bannerman officials conducted expeditions and mappings particularly 

concentrated on the natural energy (qi) of the Changbai Mountains, which the emperor 

believed to be embedded in “dragon veins.”27 This profound cultural and political 

symbolism contributed to the Manchu rulers’ restriction of Han migration to the region, 

especially in early Qing and the Qianlong Reign (1735–1796). By the mid-nineteenth 

century, the Qing court had gradually relaxed that restriction. This policy shift was driven 

by several factors: waves of refugees fleeing warfare and famine, the growing threat of 

Russian expansion along the northern border, and the state’s recognition of the difficulty 

in preserving Manchu ethnic identity over the long term. The Qing court began to open 

Manchuria for Han settlement and started in the 1860s for northern Manchuria and 

expanded to the entire region by 1887.28 As a result, Manchuria experienced rapid 

population growth. After the Qing court granted Russia permission to build railways in 

1896, the number of migrants entering Manchuria from North China ports rose from 

42,000 in 1897 to 122,000 in 1900, and reached 213,000 by 1902.29 Between 1890 and 

1942, an average of half a million people migrated to the region annually. This influx 

 

26 Mark Elliott, “The Limits of Tartary, 609. 
27 Ruth Rogaski, Knowing Manchuria: Environments, the Senses, and Natural Knowledge on an Asian Borderland 
(The University of Chicago Press, 2022), 63.  
28 For the overview of migration restriction and the relaxation of it see Jonathan Schlesinger, “Rethinking Qing 
Manchuria’s Prohibition Policy,” Journal of Chinese History (2021): 245-247, https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2020.52; 
Thomas R. Gottschang and D. Lary, Swallows and settlers: the great migration from North China to Manchuria (The 
University of Michigan, 2000), 46-48.  
29 Gottschang and Lary, Swallows and settlers, 48-49.  
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transformed Manchuria from a sparsely populated frontier into one that was increasingly 

defined by agricultural production and the shared culture of North China.30 The 

demographic shift elevated Manchuria’s strategic importance among frontier regions and 

set the stage for its central role in warfare and political contestation during the transition 

from the late Qing to the Republican period. 

Foreign powers, particularly Japan and Russia, viewed Manchuria’s scattered 

population and weakened regional governance as an opportunity to expand their 

influence, initiating a prolonged period of military rivalry and railway construction. In the 

late Qing, interactions along the Sino-Russian border across the Amur River intensified. 

Russia had long sought to assert dominance in Manchuria, driven by strategic interests 

such as establishing an agricultural base to support the development of Siberia and 

creating new trade routes to access Asian markets. Although earlier phases of Qing-

Russian relations had already resulted in the Russian annexation of territories along the 

Amur and Ussuri Rivers, by the late nineteenth century, Russian ambitions shifted from 

territorial acquisition to railway construction and military occupation.31 

China’s defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) significantly disrupted 

the regional power balance in Manchuria and made Japan an emerging great power in 

Northeast Asia. Under the terms of the 1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki, China was forced to 

cede several territories, including the Liaodong Peninsula. However, through the Triple 

 

30 Prasenjit Duara, Sovereignty and Authenticity: Manchukuo and the East Asian Modern (Rowman and Littlefield 
Publishers, 2003), 43-44. 
31 Victor Zatsepine, Beyond the Amur: Frontier Encounters Between China and Russia, 1850–1930 (UBC Press, 2017), 
68. Sören Urbansky’s Beyond the Steppe Frontier and Ruth Rogaski’s Knowing Manchuria also provide extensive 
background on interactions in Sino-Russian border during Qing.  
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Intervention led by Russia, France, and Germany that year, Japan was compelled to 

relinquish control of the peninsula. In response to Russia’s support during this diplomatic 

maneuver, as well as its provision of loans to the Qing government, many Chinese 

officials advocated for a strategic alliance with Russia as a counterweight to future 

Japanese and foreign pressure. The aftermath of the war further fueled Russia’s imperial 

ambitions to absorb part of Korea and North Manchuria, as Russian Finance Minister 

Count Sergei Witte proposed to expand the Trans-Siberian Railway through Manchuria to 

connect with Vladivostok. Support from Tsar Nicholas II and negotiations with the Qing 

government led to the plan, which materialized in 1896.32 Under its terms, the Qing 

granted Russia permission to construct the railway, which was operated by a private firm, 

the Chinese Eastern Railway Corporation. The Qing ceded land for the building and 

operation of the railway, and Russia gained complete authority over policing and 

administration within the railway zone.  

Russia’s ambitious expansionist agenda in Manchuria soon provoked rivalry with 

imperial Japan. During the Boxer Rebellion (1899–1901), Russia deployed 

approximately 200,000 troops into Manchuria in the name of suppressing unrest and 

restoring order.33 In the aftermath, the Russian governor-general coerced the Manchu 

military governor of Mukden Zeng Qi 增祺 (1851–1919) to sign an agreement to give 

 

32 Immanuel C. Y. Hsu, “Late Ch’ing Foreign Relations, 1866–1905,” in The Cambridge History of China. Vol. 11, ed. 
John K. Fairbank and Kwang-Ching Liu (Cambridge University Press, 1980), 111. See S.C.M. Paine, “The Chinese 
Eastern Railway from the First Sino-Japanese War until the Russo-Japanese War” in Manchurian Railways and the 
Opening of China: An International History, ed. Elleman, Bruce A, and Stephen Kotkin (M.E. Sharpe, 2010), 16: Then-
Finance Minister Witte was heavily involved in a mass industrialization program, and as the architect of the Trans-
Siberian Railay, he also believed that the railway link to connect Russia and Manchuria would serve to open up Asian 
markets. 
33 Hsu, “Late Ch’ing Foreign Relations,” 127  
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Russia full control of Manchuria. While the Qing refused to recognize the legitimacy of 

the agreement, Russia maintained its military presence by rebranding its troops as railway 

guards.34 Concerning Japan’s diminishing influence of Korea and Manchuria, Japan 

initiated negotiations over the sovereignty of Korea and Manchuria, but Russia refused to 

acknowledge Japan’s right to intervene in Manchurian affairs. Convinced that war was 

inevitable, Japan launched a strike. As Russia faced defeat in the Russo-Japanese War, the 

country agreed to withdraw troops from most of Manchuria, and to return the region to 

Qing administration. The exception was the leased territory of Liaodong and the southern 

section of the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER), both of which were transferred to Japan 

with China’s reluctant consent. By this point, it had become clear that both Russia and 

Japan regarded railway construction as central to their political and military strategy in 

Manchuria. The expansion and control of railways were closely tied to key strategic 

goals, including the rapid deployment of troops and equipment, as well as the extraction 

and transportation of agricultural products and natural resources. Although the Qing state 

recognized the growing threat posed by this foreign-dominated railway development, it 

lacked the financial and technological capacity to independently construct its own 

railway infrastructure. 

While Russia’s administration of the railway consistently operated at a financial 

deficit, and its broader ambitions in Manchuria were ultimately undermined by its defeat 

in the Russo-Japanese War, Japan demonstrated greater success in transforming its 

 

34 As Hsu suggested, the Russian occupation in Manchuria was not just a violation of Chinese sovereignty but a part of 
a disruption of Europe balance of Power: Triple alliance (Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy, and the Dual Alliance 
(France and Russia), as well as Britain. See Hsu, “Late Ch'ing foreign relations,” 130.  
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portion of the railway into a multifaceted colonial enterprise. Following the Treaty of 

Portsmouth in 1905, Japan formally established the South Manchurian Railway Company 

(SMRC) in 1906 to operate the southern segment of the CER.35 SMRC’s subsequent 

expansions, including land acquisitions and loan concessions, were often secured through 

a combination of diplomatic coercion and bribes in the form of padded construction 

loans.36  

The SMRC served two primary functions: economic exploitation of natural 

resources and as a center for research. Given the region’s lack of industrial infrastructure, 

Japan had to build an entire network of supporting facilities, including harbor works, coal 

mines, housing for employees, hotels for travelers, and a commercial network. Central to 

these efforts was the SMRC’s control over the Fushun coal mines, its main source of 

coal.37 By combining mining storage and rail-based transport, the SMRC became a 

dominant player in East Asian markets for soy production and coal mining. Its production 

and distribution capabilities extended to a broad range of industrial outputs, including 

capital assets, economic research units, agricultural stations, and industrial and geological 

labs. Beginning in 1907, the SMRC also initiated systematic studies of the region’s 

economy, society, and culture to support and refine Japanese economic policies towards 

Northeast Asia.38 The company quickly became a hub for integrated operations in coal 

 

35 Y. Tak Matsusaka, “Japan’s South Manchuria Railway Company in Northeast China, 1906–34,” in Manchurian 
Railways and the Opening of China: An International History, edited by Bruce A. Elleman and Stephen Kotkin (M.E. 
Sharpe, 2010), 37.  
36 Matsusaka, “Japan’s SMRC,” 39.  
37 Yoshihisa Tak Matsusaka, The Making of Japanese Manchuria, 1904-1932 (Harvard University Asia Center, 2001), 
136-137.  
38 John Young, The Research Activities of the South Manchurian Railway Company, 1907-1945: A History and 
Bibliography (East Asian Institute, Columbia University, 1966), 3.  
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mining, machine building, and transportation. Similar to Russia’s approach, Japanese 

authorities established the Kwantung Leased Territory to maintain control over the 

company’s police and railway guards.39 The success of SMRC not only exemplified 

Japan’s ambitions to exploit Manchuria’s natural resources but also served as a disguised 

military installation, reinforcing Japan’s dual strategy of territorial control. In effect, the 

SMRC played a central role in linking colonial Korea with South Manchuria, using the 

railway as an instrument of both economic dominance and territorial consolidation.  

Zhao Erxun’s Reforms as the Fengtian Military General  

Amid escalating conflicts among Western powers and Japan in Northeast Asia, the 

Qing court found itself increasingly constrained in its ability to assert authority over 

Manchuria. In negotiations following successive military confrontations, the Qing state 

often struggled to avoid antagonizing either Japan or Russia. At times, even decisions 

regarding neutrality were made under the guidance or pressure of foreign powers.40 

Nevertheless, the Qing court recognized the urgent need to restore sovereignty over 

Manchuria in the postwar context and took steps to implement reforms aimed at 

stabilizing and developing the region to better defend the imperial frontier.  

An entry in the Veritable Records of the Qing (Qing shilu 清實錄) provides 

valuable insight into imperial expectations for regional reconstruction: the emperor 

expressed concern over the economic and living conditions of Three Northeastern 

 

39 Asada Masafumi, “The China-Russia-Japan Military Balance in Manchuria, 1906–1918,” Modern Asian Studies 44, 
no. 6 (2010): 1300, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X09000171. 
40 For example, the decision to make Manchuria the main battlefield of Russo-Japanese War was honored after each 
foreign power, including Germany, Britain, France and the United States thought through their interests in Manchuria. 
See Hsu, “Late Ch’ing foreign relations,” 139.  
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Provinces, which had deteriorated significantly in recent decades due to constant warfare. 

He dispatched Zai Zhen 載振 (1876–1947) and Xu Shichang 徐世昌 (1855–1939) to 

conduct regional investigations. He emphasized the importance of appointing upright 

officials and opening avenues for commerce to better the lives of the local population.41 

These directives reflected the state’s concern for civilian welfare as well as a renewed 

commitment to regional development. The Qing court listened to the advice of senior 

officials. It ultimately appointed Zhao Erxun, the first Han bannerman as the Military 

General of Shengjing (Shengjing jiangjun 盛京將軍) and tasked him with overseeing the 

reconstruction of the region and improving inter-provincial coordination across the 

Northeast.42  

Zhao Erxun exemplified the archetype of a late-Qing reform-minded elite, 

combining extensive administrative experience with a strong commitment to institutional 

modernization.43 Born into an eminent family in Tieling, Fengtian, Zhao rose through the 

ranks of the traditional civil service examination, ultimately earning the highest jinshi 

degree. He served as provincial judicial commissioner in Anhui and Shaanxi, and later as 

provincial financial commissioner in Gansu, Shanxi, and Xinjiang. Zhao was appointed 

as the governor of Hunan in 1903, where he gained recognition for initiating reform-

oriented policies including curbing corruption and promoting education and industrial 

 

41 Dezong Huangdi shilu juan wubailiushiba德宗景皇帝實錄 卷五百六⼗⼋ [Veritable records of the Guangxu 
emperor vol. 568] in Qing shilu juan wushijiu清實錄卷五⼗九 [Veritable Records of the Qing vol. 59], 513, Zhonghua 
shuju 中華書局, 1987. 
42 The Qing court first ordered Zhao to step down as the governor of Hunan in 1904, but Zhao did not start his post in 
Fengtian until 1905. Michael Hunt, Frontier Defense and the Open Door: Manchuria in Chinese-American Relations, 
1895-1911 (Yale University Press, 1973), 103.  
43 There is a range of research on Zhao Erxun’s reforms, most of which uses archives from the “Zhao Erxun Archives” 
of the Fengtian Prefectural Public Archive 奉天省公署档 赵尔巽全宗档案. 
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development.44  His performance in Hunan earned him positive evaluations in social 

commentaries and bolstered support for his subsequent appointment in Fengtian. One 

such essay, written in defense of Zhao’s appointment, expressed optimism that he would 

help the Qing court reassert sovereignty in Manchuria.45  

Dugald Christie, a doctor and missionary based in Manchuria, observed that 

during Zhao’s two year position as military governor of Manchuria, he governed by the 

principle of “progress, efficiency, and economy.”  While Zhao did not receive a foreign 

education, he demonstrated a keen understanding of both Manchuria’s and China’s 

broader institutional needs. His approach to reform was pragmatism—quiet, gradual, and 

aimed at minimal social disruption.46  While some of the commentary may have been 

over optimistic about the potential effectiveness of his reform in Fengtian, the broader 

assessments of his governance in various provinces attests to his ability and approach in 

managing complex, multiethnic, and frontier regions. 

As the general of Fengtian from 1905 to 1907, Zhao Erxun undertook two 

primary responsibilities: addressing the immediate aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War 

and restoring regional stability, while simultaneously initiating a wide-ranging program 

of institutional reform. His reform agenda was comprehensive in scope, encompassing 

administration, finance, industry, education, and foreign relations.  

 

44 Hunt, Frontier Defense and the Open Door, 103. 
45 “Lun zhengfu buying jipai Zhao Erxun zhi Dongsansheng” 論政府不應亟牌趙爾巽⾄東三省 [On how the 
government should not hastily appoint Zhao Erxun to the Three Eastern Provinces], Shenbao 申報, May 20, 1905.  
46 Dugald Christie, Thirty Years in Moukden, 1883–1913: Being the Experiences and Recollections of Dugald Christie 
(Constable and Company Ltd, 1914), 197. Scottish doctor and missionary Dugald Christie arrived at Fengtian, founded 
a hospital, and stayed from 1883 to 1922. He wrote his life experience of more than thirty years into a memoir. Christie 
dedicated a chapter on Zhao’s reforms, so he had close observation of Zhao as a late Qing official in Fengtian. 
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One of Zhao’s key administrative reforms in Fengtian focused on the unification 

of overlapping bureaucratic structures. As the ancestral homeland of Qing and the 

empire’s secondary capital, Fengtian maintained an exceptional status different from 

regular provincial territories. This resulted in the coexistence of multiple governing 

institutions, including Fengtian Prefect of the Metropolitan Prefecture (Fengtian Fuyin 奉

天府尹) , Vice-Director of the Imperial Clan Court (Fengtian Fucheng奉天府丞), and 

Five Boards of Shengjing (Shengjing Wubu盛京五部).47 Zhao observed that these 

institutions had overlapping jurisdictions, leading to fragmentation, inefficiency, and 

widespread corruption. The lack of coordination among these agencies significantly 

hampered governance and undermined both administrative productivity and regional 

economic development. In the wake of the Russo-Japanese War, such inefficiencies 

became particularly glaring, as the provincial government was ill-equipped to respond to 

the challenges of postwar recovery or to resist increasing Japanese and Russian influence. 

Zhao argued that with the gradual withdrawal of foreign troops, the time was ripe for 

reform, and that restructuring the administrative system should be a top priority.48  

Shortly after his arrival in Shengjing in April 1905, Zhao submitted several 

memorials to the Qing court for authorization to reconstruct the fragmented 

 

47 On the complex situation of different agencies in Fengtian, especially their overlapping departments with the 
agencies, see Zhao Zhongfu 趙中孚 “Qingmo dongsansheng gaizhi de beijing” 清末東三省改制的背景 [The 
background of reforms in the Eastern Three Provinces in the late Qing], Zhongyang yanjiuyuan jindaishi yanjiusuo 
jikan 中央研究院近代史研究所集刊 5 (1976): 315–16, https://doi.org/10.6353/BIMHAS.197606.0313. 
48 Shen Tongsheng沈桐⽣, “Shengjing jiangjun Zhao Erxun qingshe shengjing xingbu shiyi” 盛京將軍趙爾巽請設盛
京⾏部事宜 Issue regarding the Military General of Shengjing to propose the Shengjing Provincial Bureau], in 
Guangxu zhengyao juan sanshier光緒政要 卷三⼗⼆ [Main Politics during the Guangxu Reign, vol. 32] 
(Chongyitang 崇義堂, 1909), 18.  
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administrative system of the Fengtian provincial government.49 His first major initiative 

was to eliminate the overlapping and inefficient administration systems. Although each of 

these institutions had slightly different functions, their operations frequently became 

entangled, severely limiting the government’s ability to function effectively.50 Zhao then 

proposed to consolidate these entities into a single governing body: the Shengjing 

Provincial Bureau (Shengjing Xingbu盛京行部), to prioritize strengthening frontier 

defense across all three provinces.51  

Zhao recognized the difficulty of reforming provincial institutions in Manchuria, 

as many of them had been established at the beginning of earlier dynasties and were 

deeply rooted in imperial precedent.52 Nonetheless, his proposal for institutional 

unification, laid the groundwork for Manchuria’s gradual transformation from a military 

stronghold into a civil administrative region. Zhao’s proposal of a Shengjing Xingbu not 

only reflected a desire to streamline bureaucratic operations, but also signaled a broader 

political transition—recasting Shengjing from its status as a secondary imperial capital to 

the capital of a regular province, and even anticipating an administrative apparatus 

capable of overseeing affairs of all three northeastern provinces.  

Despite the ambition and practicality of Zhao’s proposal, the Qing court did not 

respond actively to the proposal. However, in 1907, a key institutional change did take 

 

49 Hunt, Frontier Defense and the Open Door, 103.  
50 For a more systematic summary of the differences between major administrations in Fengtian and the rest of 
Manchuria that the Qing court set up in different reigns throughout Qing, see Liu Ziyang 劉⼦揚, Qingdai difang 
guanzhi kao 清代地⽅官制考 [The study of regional political system in the Qing dynasty] (Zijincheng chubanshe, 
1988), 279-285, 300-309.  
51 Shen, “Shengjing jiangjun Zhao Erxun qingshe shengjing xingbu shiyi,” 17. 
52 Shen, “Shengjing jiangjun Zhao Erxun qingshe shengjing xingbu shiyi,” 18.  
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place: the office of the Shengjing General was abolished, and the Qing appointed Xu 

Shichang 徐世昌(1855–1939)  as the first governor-general of the Three Eastern 

Provinces (Dongsansheng zongdu 東三省總督).53 This marked the end of military rule in 

the region and the establishment of a civil administration designed to incorporate 

Manchuria fully into the Qing’s provincial framework. In Zhao’s original vision, the 

Minister of the Provincial Bureau would serve a similar role to the governor-general who 

had overseen the Three Eastern Provinces.54 While his proposal was not implemented in 

name, it closely aligned with the Qing court’s broader goal of reasserting sovereignty in 

Manchuria and anticipated the institutional evolution that soon followed.  

Following his administrative streamlines, Zhao turned his attention to 

restructuring the fiscal apparatus of Fengtian. Prior to his appointment, Fengtian’s 

economic situation was highly precarious. The region’s revenue base was weakened due 

to the prohibition and military policies, as well as warfare and endemic corruption. 

Additionally, the occupation of Russian and Japanese railway lines also severely 

disrupted commercial activity and undermined local fiscal sovereignty.55  

To address these challenges, Zhao established the Main Bureau of Commerce 

(Shangwu zongju 商務總局) in 1906, and initiated measures to account for and mobilize 

the region’s resources, including conducting surveys of Fengtian’s mineral resources and 

unifying tax collection under the newly created Main Bureau of Finance (Caizheng 

 

53 Yoshiki Enatsu, Banner Legacy: The Rise of the Fengtian Local Elite at the End of the Qing (The University of 
Michigan, Center for Chinese Studies, 2004), 54.  
54 Zhao, “Qingmo dongsansheng gaizhi de beijing” 327–28.  
55 Li Hao 李皓, Zhaoer Erxun yu Qingmo Fengtian zhengju (1905–1907) 赵尔巽与清末奉天政局 (1905–1907) 
[Zhaoer Erxun and the Politics of Fengtian in the late Qing (1905–1907)] (Zhonghua shuju, 2019), 115.  
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zongju 財政總局).56 Zhao emphasized the importance of cultivating pragmatic economic 

policies tailored to local conditions. However, it was evident that his three-year tenure 

was insufficient to overcome the structural weakness of Manchuria’s economy. News 

reports at the time rarely covered the outcomes of these new institutions and policies, and 

it suggested limited public impact or tangible results during his term.  

Japanese politicians and observers closely monitored these developments. While 

they praised Zhao as one of the few Qing officials with a clear reform agenda, they also 

pointed out that his approach was overly ambitious and lacked a comprehensive 

understanding of the broader regional dynamics.57 From their perspective, Zhao 

underestimated the challenges of competing with Japanese and Russian interests in 

Manchuria, and his reforms, though well-intentioned, were unlikely to succeed without 

greater institutional support and geopolitical leverage.  

Furthermore, Zhao Erxun’s developmental strategy of infrastructure was limited 

in scale and coordination, especially when compared to the aggressive and integrated 

railway construction initiatives of both Japan and Russia. The establishment of the 

SMRC in 1906 reminded Zhao and other officials of the centrality of railroads as both 

 

56 Traces of his reform initiatives can be found in scattered newspaper reports, including “Shangbu zou fengtian sheli 
shangwu zonghui zhe” 商部奏奉天設⽴商務總會摺 [Memorial from the ministry of commerce proposing the 
establishment of a general chamber of commerce in Fengtian], Dagangbao⼤公報, June 2, 1906; “Shengjing jiangjun 
Zhao Erxun zou chuangshe shangwu zongjubing diaocha fengtian quansheng kaungwu you qing jiang 
dingshuixiangyan deng guibing caizheng zongju banli” 盛京將軍趙爾巽奏創設商務總局並調查奉天全省礦務⼜請
將丁稅餉鹽等歸並財政總局辦理 [Military general of Shengjing, Zhao Erxun submitted a memorial proposing the 
establishment of a Main Bureau of Commerce and the investigation of mining affairs across the entire province of 
Fengtian, also requesting that the collection of taxes and salt revenues be consolidated under the Main Bureau of 
Finance], Shibao時報, December 4, 1905. 
57 Dadongsheng大東升, “Zhina zaguan (shier) Gexinpai renwu (san)” ⽀那雜觀 (⼗⼆) ⾰新派⼈物 (三) 
[Miscellaneous observation on China (no. 12) Reformist Figures (part 3)], Taiwan riri xinbao台灣⽇⽇新報, October 
30, 1906. 
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economic infrastructure and strategic instruments of territorial control. Zhao was aware 

that the Qing state and Manchurian provincial governments lacked the military strength 

to challenge the Japanese forces directly, and so he viewed railway construction as an 

alternative means to assert sovereignty and mitigate foreign influence. To this end, Zhao 

proposed a railway project that would connect Fengtian to Mongolia. The plan sought to 

challenge Japan’s influence in railway in South Manchuria while simultaneously 

asserting Chinese authority over Mongolia amid rising Russian influence. Nevertheless, 

the ambitious scope of his administrative reforms, combined with bureaucratic inertia, 

opposition from other military governors of Manchuria, and factional rivalry, rendered 

this project unfeasible before realization.58  

Finally, Zhao sought to reinforce both the Qing state’s sovereignty and 

Manchuria’s regional position through more direct engagements with Japanese forces 

following the war. His foreign policy efforts primarily focused on negotiations over the 

post-war transfer of Russian interests and interactions with Japanese authorities in the 

Fengtian region. In October 1905, Zhao led a Qing delegation to negotiate with Japan 

regarding the return of Russian-held interests in Manchuria. During these talks, Zhao 

advocated for the restoration of Qing political, military, and economic authority, 

including the return of the treaty port in Yingkou, the Fengtian-Xinmin railway line, salt 

production rights in the Liaodong Peninsula, and Chinese access to mining sites within a 

30-li radius of railway lines.59  

 

58 Hunt, Frontier Defense and the Open Door, 106.  
59 Li, Zhao Erxun, 245. An example of such reports can be found in the following headline, “Shengjing jiangjun Zhao 
Erxun diancheng Riben zai Fengtian shixing junzheng you aiyu wo zhi Tongzhi zhuquan qing ji yaoqiu qi su chequ” 盛
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However, not all negotiations regarding the restoration of authority proceeded 

without much complication. One of the most contentious issues was the Japanese 

occupation of the Anfeng Line (today the Shenyang-Dandong railway line), which Japan 

had constructed during the war before coercing the Qing court into recognizing its right 

to operate the line for fifteen years. The subsequent installation of military guards and 

police stations along the route represented a direct violation of Chinese policing rights 

and disrupted local governance, as Japanese officials further exercised supervision over 

Chinese merchants in the area. Zhao forcefully protested these infringements, initiating 

repeated diplomatic efforts to challenge the legality of Japan’s unilateral impositions. 

Despite his persistence, Japan refused to concede ground, and the issue remained 

unsolved even after Zhao was replaced by subsequent governor-general of the Three 

Eastern Provinces.60 

These interactions highlighted the limits of Zhao’s, and by extension, the Qing 

court’s capacity to counter Japan’s strategic ambitions in Manchuria. While Zhao’s 

resistance to Japanese dominance demonstrated a commitment to preserving Qing 

sovereignty, the episode also illustrates the stark asymmetry in power between the 

Manchurian provincial administration and the militarized infrastructure of the Japanese 

empire. The railway, in particular, functioned not merely as a tool of transportation but as 

 

京將軍趙爾巽電稱⽇本在奉天施⾏軍政有礙於我之統治主權請即要求其從速撤去, [Military general of Shengjing 
Zhao Erxun telegraphed that Japan’s implementation of military administration in Fengtian infringes upon our 
sovereignty rule and requested them to withdraw immediately], Shibao時報, December 9, 1905. 
60 Li, Zhao Erxun, 262–66.  
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a vehicle of territorial control, underscoring how foreign powers leverage economic 

infrastructure to assert political and military dominance in Manchuria.  

Conclusion  

Zhao Erxun, much like his predecessor, laid foundational groundwork upon which 

subsequent developments were built. Zhao’s initiatives exemplified the broader trend of 

elite-driven reform efforts in the aftermath of the Boxer Rebellion. As an exponent of the 

late Qing reform-minded bureaucracy, Zhao demonstrated openness to elements of 

modernization. However, these reforms remained deeply tied to preserving Qing 

authority in Manchuria and ultimately fell short of dismantling the entrenched political 

structures that had long plagued both the Manchurian and central governance.  

Nonetheless, Zhao’s works set important precedents. His economic and industrial 

reforms provided a framework to situate Manchurian reforms not only within the context 

of national development but also within a transnational framework of imperial 

competition. It is evident in the next chapter that, later large-scale reforms in the region, 

notably the one by Wang Yongjiang, followed a similar trajectory: the reorganization and 

restructuring of local administrations to improve efficiency and enable broader 

institutional reforms in economies, industry, education and foreign affairs. While 

agriculture remained dominant in China’s broader economy, Zhao recognized the 

potential of Manchuria’s resources and pushed for diversified development, from 

fisheries to industrial production.  

His limitations, however, were structural. Without sufficient military backing, 

substantial support from the central government, or officials from the other two 
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Manchurian provinces, Zhao was constrained in his ability to fully implement his vision 

in merely two years. His administrative reforms could not penetrate the deeper roots of 

inefficiency and corruption. Still, Zhao’s tenure offers a compelling case study in how 

provincial leadership attempted to respond to internal and external pressures during a 

period of imperial decline.  

After Zhao Erxun was transferred to serve as the governor-general of Sichuan in 

1908 and subsequently returned in 1911 to replace Xi Liang as the governor-general of 

the Three Northeastern Provinces, the Xinhai Revolution was starting to spread rapidly 

across the entire empire. As a staunch Qing loyalist, Zhao’s position became increasingly 

precarious amid the collapse of imperial authority and the rise of competing regional 

powers. His physical presence and lingering influence in the region proved to be vital to 

the subsequent political and economic reforms in Fengtian and the rest of Manchuria.  
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Chapter Three: Early Economic Reforms in Manchuria, 1917–1920 
 
 

Manchuria in the early Republican period stood apart from much of China, which 

was overwhelmed in civil war and fragmented authority under warlord regimes. The 

region experienced relative political stability and economic growth under the leadership 

of the Fengtian Clique. Central to this achievement was the complex collaboration and 

conflict between Zhang Zuolin 張作霖 (1875–1928), the bandit-turned-warlord, and 

Wang Yongjiang 王永江 (1872–1927), a Confucian-trained intellectual and reformer. 

This chapter traces Zhang Zuolin’s rise to power in Manchuria and his appointment of 

Wang Yongjiang as the director of the Bureau of Finance. It argues that Wang’s position 

in the Fengtian Clique was primarily the result of his personal networks and rapport with 

Zhang Zuolin. Zhang’s sustained support for Wang’s economic reforms played a key role 

in resolving Fengtian’s financial crisis. Nevertheless, the growing tensions between civil 

and military factions soon revealed the underlying fractures that would later contribute to 

the collapse of the Fengtian regime.  

Manchuria in the Fall of the Qing and the Rise of the Fengtian Clique  

While warlord regimes in China formally emerged after the Xinhai Revolution of 

1911, some scholars have traced their roots to earlier regional officials such as Zeng 

Guofan 曾國藩(1811–1872) and Li Hongzhang 李鴻章 (1823–1901), who in the mid-

nineteenth century organized their own military forces and built political structures 

centered around personal loyalty and regional bases. As Edward McCord argues, 

however, it was also true that even these influential provincial governors lacked the 
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degree of political and financial autonomy that later warlord regimes had.61 In the case of 

Manchuria, as discussed in the previous chapter, the Qing court used the establishment of 

a governor-general over the Three Northeastern Provinces in 1907 to reassert both central 

and civil control over the region. Ironically, this administrative reform helped create the 

conditions that enabled the rise of the Fengtian Clique.  

Even though the 1911 Revolution did not disrupt the regular operations of 

provincial civil administrations, these administrations were unable to deal with 

systematic problems effectively.62 Consequently, military officers, emerging from the 

fragmented military system in late Qing that persisted into the early Republican period, 

rose to power. The militarization of politics thus forced political authorities to rely on 

military men to resolve fundamental political conflicts. Local elites, many of whom were 

supporters of the 1911 revolution, maintained civil administration at local and provincial 

levels. During this time period, coalitions between civil and military elites were common, 

with civilian politicians often compelled to accommodate military demands. 

Nevertheless, military commanders were far from passive tools of civilian politics. 

Instead, their political involvement allowed them to leverage military forces as dominant 

instruments in civil politics. As their military power and ambitions grew, warlords 

expanded their influence beyond their provinces, seeking broader territorial control. This 

historical context suggests that warlord regimes were characterized not only by 

fragmented authority but also by the coexistence and codependence of civil and military 
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administrations. Although in practice, military officials often held the upper hand during 

times of crisis.   

Zhang Zuolin was born into a peasant family and later rose to prominence by 

exploiting the political chaos during the Russian occupation of Manchuria. He initially 

organized a bandit group, which he gradually expanded into a strong force by 

incorporating other local militants such as Tang Yulin 湯玉麟 (1871–1949) and Zhang 

Zuoxiang 張作相 (1881–1949).63 These figures would later serve as key military officials 

in the Fengtian Clique. Unlike other militants, while Zhang lacked formal education, he 

was known for his respect toward intellectuals and frequently sought their suggestions. 

During the Russo-Japanese War, Zhang served as a local garrison commander under Qing 

authority while also providing intelligence and assistance to both Japanese and Russian 

forces.64 This pragmatic and opportunistic approach would become his hallmark in his 

diplomatic dealings with both Japan and Russia during the height of his leadership in the 

Fengtian Clique.  

In 1911, during Zhao Erxun’s position as governor-general of the Three 

Northeastern Provinces, the Xinhai Revolution broke out. As a Qing loyalist, Zhao firmly 

opposed the revolutionaries and even sent a forceful letter to Wuchang condemning the 

uprising. To defend Manchuria from the spread of the revolution, Zhao immediately 

returned to Fengtian to reinforce regional defenses. However, internal dissent in the 
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Fengtian government threatened to undermine his position. Lan Tianwei 藍天蔚 (1878–

1922), the brigadier general of the Fengtian armies, advocated for an alliance with the 

revolutionaries and called for Zhao’s expulsion to declare Manchuria’s independence. 

Since some of Lan’s colleagues and subordinate armies were still loyal to Zhao Erxun, 

and they alerted Zhao of the plot. Frustrated by the betrayal, Zhao turned to his trusted 

advisor Yuan Jinkai 袁金鎧 (1870–1947). Yuan recommended summoning Zhang Zuolin, 

then a local military commander who held significant military forces.65 Zhao followed 

Yuan’s advice and appointed Zhang to supervise the policing of Fengtian, effectively 

placing Zhao’s safety in Zhang’s hands. With Zhang’s military support, Zhao was able to 

retain control, expel Lan Tianwei out of Manchuria, and safeguard the Qing’s authority in 

the region.66 This important moment marked the beginning of Zhang Zuolin’s ascent in 

Manchuria, winning Zhao’s full trust and political endorsement.  

Backed by the political support of Yuan Shikai 袁世凱 (1859–1916), Zhang 

Zuolin consolidated strong military and political power in Fengtian, eventually forcing 

the sitting governor-general to resign and assuming the position himself in 1916. Initially, 

the Japanese opposed the rise of Zhang, going so far as to attempt his assassination, but 

later shifted to support him and recognized his growing influence as a means to protect 

their own interests in Manchuria.67 This reversal shows that the Japanese policies in 
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Fengtian was very unpredictable and often changed depending on internal divisions and 

shifting assessments of regional power dynamics.  

Wang Yongjiang’s political career also received significant endorsement from late 

Qing officials. Wang was born into a family that had migrated to Fengtian from 

Shandong. He received a Confucian education and attained the degree of gongsheng in 

the civil service examination at the age of twenty-one.68 Unlike Zhao Erxun, whose 

official career spanned multiple provinces, Wang held various positions within Fengtian. 

He began his political ascent in 1906 when Yuan Jinkai invited him to establish the 

Liaoyang Police School. Wang had been studying Japanese political and economic 

policies in occupied territories, and recognized their potential applicability to local 

governance.69 He drew on Japanese policing models and not only wrote textbooks but 

applied the lessons to policing governance. His innovation in policing earned him the 

praise of then-Governor-General of the Three Eastern Provinces Xi Liang 錫良(1853–

1918).70 Wang’s engagement with Japanese colonial policy would later shape his 

administrative approach in the Fengtian regime.  

During the Xinhai Revolution, Wang took charge of policing in Liaoyang, and 

Zhao Erxun appointed him to lead troops to suppress revolutionaries in Tieling. Wang 

viewed this appointment as an opportunity to advance his career, while Zhao Erxun saw 
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him as a loyal supporter of both the Qing court and the Manchurian administration. As a 

result, Zhao recommended Wang for the position of Chief Assistant to the Civil Governor 

(minzhengsishi民政司使)71.  

The fall of the Qing did not lead to an immediate collapse of civil administration 

at the local or provincial level. Instead, existing local elites quickly stepped in to 

reorganize provincial administrations and select civil bureaucrats to replace imperial 

appointees. In the case of the Fengtian Clique, they did not simply replicate Qing 

government institutions but rationalized them to meet the practical needs of the new 

political order and tailored around the reformist goal of the elite coalition.72 

As Zhang consolidated his political and military power in Fengtian, he started to 

recruit capable officials to strengthen his regime. This included prominent figures such as 

Yuan Jinkai 袁金鎧 (1870–1947), Yang Yuting 楊宇霆 (1885–1929), Wang Shuhan 王樹

翰 (1882–1955), and Wang Yongjiang 王永江 (1872–1927).73 While it might seem that 

Wang Yongjiang was introduced into Zhang’s inner circle due to his endorsement of 

intellectuals, in 1914 when Zhao Erxun recommended Wang for the position of Minister 

of Civil Affairs, Zhang actually rejected the nomination because Wang did not bring gifts 

to visit him.74 Nevertheless, by 1915, Wang had secured influential positions as directors 
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of various local tax offices across Fengtian.75 As Wang steadily advanced in his career, 

Zhang Zuolin, under the further recommendation of Yuan Jinkai, recognized his potential 

and first appointed him as the director of Bureau of Police (jingchating 警察廳) in 1916.  

Wang’s rigorous enforcement of discipline in policing governance, particularly 

among officials, soon brought him into conflict with military leaders in the Fengtian 

Clique, most notably Feng Delin 馮德麟 (1867–1926).76 This incident shows the 

conflicted position of civil officials within a warlord regime. In most provinces, a civil 

governor held office alongside the military governor, and in theory they had authority 

over economic matters, education, and judicial and financial affairs. In the context of 

weak government institutions, military officials in this time period would strengthen their 

authority by exploiting personal ties in the regime, and make secondary officials 

subordinate to the warlord.77 Reform-minded civil officials such as Wang, who attempted 

to impose discipline or reorganize structure, risked clashing with established military 

interests, thus underscoring the complex power dynamics and delicate alliances that 

shaped warlord governance.   

Wang Yongjiang’s Economic Reforms 1917–1920 
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In 1916, Zhang Zuolin was appointed civil and military governor of Fengtian.78 

While these roles were typically held by separate officials in other provinces, Zhang 

unified both positions, extending his authority over Three Northeastern Provinces within 

five years. Between 1918 and 1920, he gradually severed administrative ties with Beijing. 

While Zhang Zuolin’s consolidation of power in Manchuria hinted at his later ambitions 

for expansion, this autonomy enabled the region to maintain its economic stability and 

implement local reforms.  

As a military commander, Zhang Zuolin prioritized military development but also 

understood that stable revenue was essential to sustain the high costs associated with 

military expenditures. His attention to the development of railway infrastructure and 

management of geopolitical competition with Japan over mines and railway lines 

reflected this strategic mindset. Nevertheless, in the aftermath of 1911, the Manchurian 

provincial governments were weak, and their financial situation was dire. On August 8, 

1916, Zhang Zuolin sent a telegraph to Beijing requesting permission to secure an 

additional loan from the Japanese-controlled Bank of Chosen.79 At the time, the Fengtian 

Provincial Bank had already borrowed one million yuan from the same bank.80 In his 

letter, Zhang emphasized the urgency of the financial crisis and urged discretion to avoid 

spreading news of the financial difficulties by assuring the central government in Beijing 

that the loan would be used to fulfill essential needs.81    
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Prior to Wang Yongjiang’s appointment, there had been attempts to stabilize the 

region’s finances by earlier directors of the Bureau of Finance. For instance, Wang’s 

immediate predecessor, Wang Shuhan, failed to implement effective policies and even 

accumulated new debts during his brief one-year reign.82 Frustrated by the lack of 

progress, Zhang Zuolin appointed Wang as director of the Bureau of Finance in 1917, 

marking a turning point in the Fengtian government’s approach to fiscal reform.83 Upon 

taking office, Wang publicly declared his commitment to serving the country and 

improving the livelihood of common people through sound fiscal management. He 

acknowledged his own limited political experience as a scholar-official but expressed 

confidence that the principle of “expanding revenue and curbing expenditure” 

(kaiyuanjieliu 開源節流) would guide his efforts to resolve the financial crisis.84  

Wang approached economic reforms with caution, earning the trust of local 

businessmen and bankers by prioritizing stable revenue to finance the provincial 

government.85 His pragmatism in civil service was rooted in his educational background 

in the Confucian civil examination system.86 He believed that an official’s primary duty 

was to serve the common good, and thus emphasized the importance of maintaining a 
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high moral standard among officials needed to achieve this goal.87 Additionally, Wang 

was well-versed in the contested political environment of Manchuria and its global 

contexts, as he drew on successful examples of regional economic development in the 

United States and Japan, as well as Manchuria’s geopolitical importance in Northeast 

Asia.88  For example, Wang criticized the region’s long-standing neglect of agriculture 

despite its abundant natural resources, and he cited Japan’s Meiji-era settlement policies 

as a model. Specifically, he referenced the tondenhei (屯田兵) , soldier-farmers deployed 

to Japan’s Northern frontier, who simultaneously defended the border against Russian 

expansion and cultivated farmland. In Wang’s view, such models demonstrated the 

potential of coordinated state planning to promote both security and regional 

development, goals he sought to replicate in the Manchurian context.89 

In addition, Wang emphasized that the primary goal of politics should be to foster 

economic prosperity, which could only be achieved through the development of local 

businesses and industries. He recognized Fengtian’s advantageous natural conditions, 

including nutritious soil, a moderate climate, and abundant production, positioning 

Manchuria as one of China’s leading regions and a natural hub for diverse industries. 

Wang also identified the circulation of investment as a key factor in developing local 

businesses, so the local government needed to work with local businessmen to channel 

investments into productive ventures. These efforts included opening mining operations 
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in mountains, promoting fishing along waterways, and supporting agriculture and 

manufacturing across Manchuria’s vast landscapes.90Although Wang’s focus on guided 

investment and local business development might seem elementary by contemporary 

standards, it laid the groundwork for subsequent economic reforms closely associated 

with natural resources and industrial development.  

When Wang Yongjiang assumed the position of director of the Bureau of Finance 

in 1917, his primary objective was to establish a strong regional currency and improve 

tax collection efficiency.91 At the time, Fengtian province faced a decline in the value of 

small-denomination Chinese notes and pressure from Japan to convert these notes into 

coins.92 To address this, Wang abandoned the small coin standard that had been in use 

since 1905 and adopted the silver yuan to stabilize the provincial currency.93 Wang also 

led the creation of the New Fengtian Dollar, a new type of paper currency that was not 

convertible to silver coin.94 The Fengtian Provincial Government accepted these notes for 

tax payments, and it issued the currency to individuals depositing silver or coins at the 

Official Bank. In addition to standardizing the banking system, Wang also undertook the 

unification of several key financial institutions, including the Xingye Bank (Xingye 

yinhang 興業銀行) of the Three Northeastern Provinces, the Xingye Bank of Fengtian 

Province, and the Official Bank of the Three Northeastern Provinces (Dongsansheng 

guanyinhao東三省官銀號). As part of this broader financial integration effort, he also 
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established regional branch banks in major cities such as Changchun and Harbin.95 By the 

1920s, the Fengtian Dollar had become the dominant paper currency used across all three 

provinces of Manchuria.96 

Furthermore, Wang observed that the tax collection system had become 

fragmented and poorly regulated following the fall of the Qing. He identified the core 

issue within the Bureau of Finance as widespread corruption, with much of the collected 

revenue diverted into the pocket of local tax offices. Another significant problem was the 

under-taxation of Fengtian’s commercial sector, particularly foreign enterprises, which 

had previously received preferential treatment and were often exempt from taxation 

together.97 Drawing on his prior experience working in local tax offices, he implemented 

measures to enhance the oversight of tax collection activities between 1918 and 1920, 

with a particular focus on identifying and addressing misconduct and abuse of the system. 

These financial reforms contributed to the increase of revenue sent to the provincial 

treasury.98  

In addition, the export of staple goods as a state-managed enterprise contributed 

to the growth of provincial income. Wang advocated for a strategy in which official 

produce dealers would purchase local goods using inconvertible paper money and export 

them in exchange for payment in silver coin.99 These initiatives exemplified Wang’s early 
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pledge to “expand the revenue and curb the expenditures” and marked a turning point in 

the financial revitalization of the Fengtian government.   

Over the previous four decades, successive directors of the Bureau of Finance had 

made varying levels of effort to address the province’s fiscal instability, but none had 

achieved lasting effects. In contrast, Wang was able to eliminate the deficit left by his 

predecessors within only a few years of arriving in hte position and dramatically 

improved the province’s financial situation. By 1921, Fengtian’s revenue had reached 11 

million yuan, and by 1923, provincial income surpassed 30 million yuan.100 These figures 

demonstrate that Wang’s initial economic reforms successfully transformed Fengtian’s 

finances from a state of chronic deficits and reliance on loans to one of budgetary surplus.  

Zhang Zuolin recognized that this surplus had saved the Fengtian regime from 

economic ruin. Although Zhang had limited knowledge of financial management and 

largely delegated economic matters to Wang, he was highly satisfied with the results. In 

1920, Zhang promoted Wang to the position of acting provincial governor of Fengtian.101 

This appointment not only acknowledged Wang’s accomplishments over the previous 

four years but also granted him a broader platform to pursue more ambitious reforms in 

industry and administration.  

Conclusion 
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The comparison between Zhao Erxun and Wang Yongjiang reveals both contrasts 

and continuities in reformist thinking in early twentieth-century Manchuria. While they 

operated in different regimes, their reform agendas shared a common intellectual 

foundation. Both officials recognized that regional stability depended on strengthening 

fiscal capacity, and both embraced the principle of “expanding revenue and curbing 

expenditure” as a core strategy for economic reform.  

At the same time, differences in their political and historical contexts shaped the 

implementation and effectiveness of their reforms. Zhao assumed office in the wake of 

the Russo-Japanese War and was tasked with restoring order in a region fractured by 

foreign occupation, political instability, and overlapping bureaucracies. His short tenure 

limited central support, and constrained administrative reach prevented the long-term 

impact of his reforms.  

By contrast, Wang operated in a more consolidated political environment under 

Zhang Zuolin’s military-backed regime. Freed from the immediate burden of foreign 

military occupation, Wang was able to focus on rationalizing fiscal policy, stabilizing the 

currency, and cultivating local economic development. He success was not simply due to 

his skills, but also to the longer tenure he enjoyed and the initial consistent support he had 

received from Zhang, who delegated economic policy to him with minimal interference. 

Yet as this chapter suggests, the apparent autonomy granted to reformers like Wang came 

at the price of being embedded in a militarized regime. His earlier clashes with military 

officials already foreshadowed the factional tensions that would later complicate and 

ultimately constrain his broader ambitions.  
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Chapter Four: Technocratic Reform and Warlord Politics in Manchuria, 1920–1926 
 
 

By 1920, Wang Yongjiang’s success in resolving Fengtian’s fiscal crisis had 

earned him the position of acting provincial governor, which provided him with authority 

to pursue more ambitious reforms. Building on his earlier achievements in financial 

restructuring, Wang now turned his attention to large-scale industrial development, with 

particular focus on railways, mining, and state-led enterprises. His vision was to 

transform Fengtian into a modernized, economically self-sufficient province that could 

withstand both internal stability and external pressures from Japan and Russia. This 

chapter continues the examination of Wang’s reform trajectory, arguing that while his 

initiatives initially yielded tangible improvements, they were increasingly undermined by 

Zhang Zuolin’s expanding military ambitions outside of Manchuria. As Zhang diverted 

fiscal and institutional resources to support his political and military campaigns in North 

China, Wang’s reform agenda faced heavy constraints and eventually led to his 

resignation and the collapse of his industrial programs.  

Wang Yongjiang’s Industrial Reforms 

As the financial situation stabilized, Wang began formulating reforms to 

strengthen local businesses and industries, which he viewed as the foundation of 

economic development. At the time, the South Manchuria Railway Company (SMRC) 

had recruited Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Russian workers across the Kwantung-

leased territory, the South Manchuria Railway Zone, and other urban centers where 

Japanese consulates were stationed. Over the years, the number of Japanese and Koreans 



 46 

settlers in Manchuria had steadily increased.102 While waves of migration to Manchuria 

had already begun in the late Qing, driven by natural disasters, political unrest and civil 

war, Wang recognized that labor-intensive industries such as mining required a continued 

flux of workers.  

Railway construction absorbed much of the region’s labor demand, and the 

SMRC ignited this process by reducing travel fares for labors along its railway lines. In 

response to Japan’s migration strategy, Wang proposed the Refugees Relief Regulations 

(nanmin jiuji banfa 難民救濟辦法) and the Relief Regulations for Incoming Refugees 

from other Regions (anfu wailai nanmin banfa 按撫外來難民辦法) in 1923, in 

collaboration with Jilin and Heilongjiang provinces. Under these policies, the provincial 

government not only provided temporary relief to immigrants but encouraged them to 

acquire farms or claim land and reduced railway fares for those traveling to Manchuria.103 

The plan proved effective in attracting more Chinese labor to the region and promoting 

permanent settlement, even amid strong Japanese influence. By 1924, the provincial 

governments had registered over 2.5 million Chinese immigrants in Manchuria.104 By the 

end of 1928, Chinese laborers comprised 94.3% of the workforce in mining and 75.2% in 

manufacturing industries.105  

During the 1920s, the majority of immigrants enrolled in the refugee relief plans 

were sent to areas rich in unexploited natural resources.106 The provincial government 
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allocated some laborers to forestry enterprises, as Wang believed that forestry was closely 

connected to various industries, including paper production, construction, and fuel, while 

also contributed indirectly to environmental and climate regulation. Given Manchuria’s 

vast tracts of uncultivated land, Wang emphasized the importance of developing forestry 

to provide economic and environmental benefits.107 Historically, forests in Manchuria had 

been seen as a cultural symbol of Manchu tradition and identity. It was not until the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that the late Qing and Republican state began to 

view timber not only as resources for national defense but also as a commodity with 

industrial value. The arrival of railroads, first constructed by Russia and Japan, connected 

Manchuria’s timber industry to international markets.108 Timber production became 

central to the region’s forestry sector, supplying railway ties, construction materials, and 

supports for mining operations.109  

While the Kwantung authorities and the SMRC initiated afforestation efforts, the 

Fengtian state also began collaborating with Japanese firms to produce lumber 

products.110 In addition to forestry, laborers were dispatched to mining-intensive regions 

in Fengtian and Jilin Provinces, where operations were strategically connected to the 

railway system.111 The refugee relief regulations thus played a critical role in advancing 
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forestry, mining projects, and railway construction, and formed a coordinated platform 

for state-led industrial development.  

Wang was also deeply invested in expanding the railway lines and countering the 

influence of the South Manchuria Railway Company. In April 1924, Zhang Zuolin 

established the Manchurian Transportation Committee (Dongbei jiaotong weiyuanhui 東

北交通委員會) to curtail the growing influence of Japanese and Russian-controlled 

railway networks across the Manchurian provinces, and appointed Wang Yongjiang as its 

chairman.112 The construction of the Fenghai Railway line, connecting Shenyang to 

Hailong, was a particularly notable success, despite significant challenges posed by the 

Japanese. Zhang Zuolin and Wang Yongjiang negotiated with the South Manchuria 

Railway Company and eventually persuaded it to relinquish its construction rights to the 

line.113 The Japanese viewed the Fenghai Railway as a threat to the South Manchuria 

Railway, given its importance for accessing natural resources and its role as essential 

infrastructures for transporting goods and labor.114 On May 14, 1925, the provincial 

government supported the establishment of the Fenghai Railway Company as a public-

private joint corporation.115 The Fenghai Railway line became the first major railway in 
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Manchuria constructed entirely with Chinese capital and engineering expertise, and its 

successful completion provided a solid foundation for further railway construction 

projects across Manchurian provinces.116 These included the line connecting Kaiyuan to 

the Xifeng coal mines, and the Heiligang coal mine railway line.117 At the same time, the 

Jilin provincial administration adopted a similar approach by constructing a railway 

connecting Jilin and Hailong, effectively linking with the Fenghai Railway line. Together, 

these lines served to integrate Manchuria more closely with inner China, enhancing 

regional connectivity and facilitating the transportation of goods, labor and resources.  

Wang also advocated for the provincial government to closely monitor and 

supervise existing local businesses and industries to ensure steady economic revenue. 

Since 1912, the provincial government had invested in private industries using 

government funds and oversight, a common practice at the time. Smaller coal mining 

businesses in Southern Fengtian supplied resources to either Japanese or Chinese railway 

companies.118 However, some of these operations were poorly managed and showed little 

potential for profitability. In response, Wang implemented reforms to abolish select 

mining projects and transform the remaining ones into government-owned enterprises for 

improved management.119  

In the late 1910s and early 1920s, Manchurian provincial governments’ 

involvement in mining primarily involved partnerships with Japanese companies, while 
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Wang’s reforms led to an increase in Chinese-led resource development.120 In Zhang 

Zuolin’s home of Heishan County, a coal mine in the Badaohao region was initially 

operated by local businessmen using limited technology.121 In April 1921, Zhang Zuolin 

noted in a letter that the Badaohao Coal Mine 八道壕煤礦 was under his supervision but 

required a railway line to facilitate transportation of its production.122 Consequently, 

Zhang established the Manchurian Bureau of Mining (Dongbei kuangwuju東北礦務局) 

at the site in 1922.123 News reports at the time projected that coal from Badaohao would 

supply railway use across the Three Northeastern provinces.124 With Chinese mining 

experts in key positions, the Bureau of Mining expanded its operations to include more 

resource-intensive locations throughout the 1920s. By 1931, the capital investment in the 

Badaohao Coal Mine had exceeded one million yuan, and the mine was producing 250 

metric tons of coal per day.125 The Manchurian Bureau of Mining emerged as the sole 

competitor to Japanese-owned mining companies in Fushun and Benxihu.126  

From 1917 to the late 1920s, Wang Yongjiang’s economic reforms not only 

achieved the goal of generating stable revenue for the provincial government treasury, but 
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also transformed the landscape of local businesses, industries, and transportation. These 

efforts positioned Fengtian Province and Manchuria to compete effectively with foreign 

influences. By the end of the 1920s, Fengtian Province alone was said to generate 11 

million yuan in revenue.127  

The Fall of the Reforms 

The improved financial situation in Manchuria emboldened Zhang Zuolin to 

resume military expansion and pursue regional dominance through military conflicts with 

rival warlord regimes. As the Fengtian Clique reached the height of its power, Zhang 

turned his attention inland, opposing the growing influence of the Anhui Clique led by 

Duan Qirui, who then dominated the Beijing government. In 1919, Zhang supported the 

Zhili Clique in a campaign to counter Duan’s expansion into Mongolia. Although the 

alliance succeeded in defeating the Anhui Clique, tensions quickly escalated between the 

Zhili and Fengtian Cliques over territorial expansions and political influence, ultimately 

leading to the First Zhili-Fengtian War in 1922. The war concluded with the defeat of the 

Fengtian Clique.128 Humiliated by the loss, Zhang undertook a comprehensive military 

reform, including recruiting military officers with overseas training, expanding the 

arsenal, and investing in the development of new weapons. These efforts, coupled with 

the support from Japan, enabled the Fengtian Clique to prevail in the Second Zhili-

Fengtian War in 1924. Following this victory, Zhang launched a series of military 

campaigns aimed at controlling the central government in Beijing. By the mid-1920s, 
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Zhang had extended his authority over several regions, including Hebei, Shandong, 

Anhui, Jiangsu, and Shanghai, placing nearly half of China under the domination of the 

Fengtian Clique.129  

The Japanese had also closely monitored Zhang Zuolin’s actions, aiming to ensure 

that his leadership did not interfere with their interests in Manchuria. Following the Zhili 

Clique’s defeat of the Anhui Clique in 1920, the Japanese government adopted a strategy 

of conditional support for Zhang, assisting him directly and indirectly as long as he 

maintained regional stability in Manchuria and refrained from engaging in broader civil 

wars that might jeopardize Japanese interests.130 However, Zhang consistently extended 

his political ambitions beyond Manchuria, involving himself in central governance and 

participating in military campaigns in North China. Despite this conflict, Japan continued 

to offer him support due to his influence in Manchuria.  

Nevertheless, internal divisions within the Japanese government complicated this 

relationship, as radical officials saw his growing power as a threat to Japan’s long-term 

goals in Manchuria.131 Newspapers reported on a series of high-level conferences where 

political leaders in Japan debated whether to escalate military involvement in China. The 

Far East Conference 東方會議 led by Prime Minister Tanaka Giichi’s Cabinet 田中內閣

aimed to establish Japan’s overarching policy not only toward China but specifically 

toward Manchuria and Mongolia.132 This episode emphasizes the complex political 
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atmosphere in which the Fengtian Clique created, not only defined by Japanese imperial 

penetration but also shaped by the unpredictable factions within the Japanese governance. 

Caught between competing warlord regimes and shifting foreign agendas, Zhang Zuolin 

faced an impossible task. His cautious diplomacy, often criticized for being overly 

accommodating to the Japanese requests, may be better understood as a pragmatic 

response to an environment where direct confrontation with the foreign powers could 

lead to disastrous consequences.  

Tensions within the Fengtian Clique also reached peak when General Guo 

Songling 郭松齡 (1883–1925), once a loyal commander under Zhang Zuolin, openly 

rebelled against Zhang’s aggressive expansionist policies. This insurrection signaled the 

long-standing fractures within the regime, which had deepened since Zhang reorganized 

his army after the defeat in 1922. In his effort to modernize the military, Zhang promoted 

younger officers who had received modern military training, while still looked for 

support from old allies.133 Facing this internal threat, Zhang was forced to rely on 

Japanese military support to suppress Guo’s uprising.  

Simultaneously, another layer of division emerged between what came to be 

known as the “civil faction” and the “military faction” regarding the direction of Zhang’s 

ambitions beyond Manchuria. Prominent military leaders like Yang Yuting and Zhang 

Xueliang favored continued military expansion. In contrast, figures such as Zhang 
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Zuoxiang and Zhang Jinghui 張景惠 (1871–1959) opposed such ideologies, arguing that 

the Fengtian Clique lacked military capacity to sustain control over Beijing.134 

Wang Yongjiang, representing the civil faction within the Fengtian administration, 

was among the most vocal opponents of Zhang Zuolin’s expansionist agenda. He viewed 

the Zhili-Fengtian Wars of 1922 and 1924 as deeply detrimental to the provincial 

economy, noting how successive military campaigns had once again depleted the 

provincial treasury.135 In several public statements, Wang reiterated that the fundamental 

goal of governance in the Three Eastern Provinces had always been economic recovery, 

particularly in the aftermath of the prolonged civil war. His guiding principle of 

governance was encapsulated in the phrase “safeguarding territory and ensuring the 

people’s well-being” (Baojing anmin 保境安民). Wang claimed that he had repeatedly 

stressed this principle to Zhang Zuolin, who had expressed agreement.136 Wang then drew 

on historical analogies, and alluded to imperial precedents in which rulers pursued 

military conquest at the expense of the people’s welfare. He insisted that the Fengtian 

regime did not follow this path, and he believed that the Three Eastern Provinces would 

eventually align themselves with the central government and contribute all railway 

income, taxes, and other revenues to the national treasury.137  
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In a 1926 interview with a Japanese journalist following Guo Songlin’s rebellion, 

Wang expressed regret that the civil war had caused disturbances involving Japanese 

interests in Manchuria. He hoped that, in the aftermath, the Fengtian regime could 

abandon its militarist trajectory and pursue a political order grounded in civilian welfare. 

Wang voiced optimism that a major conference would soon be held to plan the future 

direction of governance in Manchuria. He expected that key figures such as Zhang 

Zuolin, Yang Yuting and senior officials from Jilin and Heilongjiang would attend and 

consider his proposals. Among his recommendations, Wang urged for a substantial 

reduction in military spending. This would include the downsizing of troop numbers and 

a reallocation of funds toward industrial development and education. The military should 

be limited, he argued, to a force sufficient only for maintaining public security.138  

These conversations reveal not only Wang Yongjiang’s ideological vision for 

Manchurian governance but also his approach to interacting with Zhang Zuolin: as a civil 

official who offered suggestions rather than direct opposition. To some extent he 

expressed both support for unifying with the central government and for remaining within 

Manchuria’s regional boundaries. This conflicting view suggests a degree of uncertainty 

about the future trajectory of the Three Eastern Provinces. Wang’s repeated emphasis on 

“the country” when he took over the position at the Bureau of Finance may have in fact 

referred to Manchuria itself, rather than Zhang Zuolin’s broader ambitions beyond the 

region. While some of his remarks to the press may have served a performative or 

diplomatic function, they also indicate that even after the Second Zhili-Fengtian War, 

 

138 “Wang Yongjiang dui ri jizhe zhi tanhua” 王永江對⽇記者之談話 [Wang Yongjiang’s talk with a Japanese 
journalist], Jingbao 京報, January 25, 1926.  



 56 

Wang still harbored the illusion that Zhang might abandon civil war and maintain a focus 

on regional governance.  

The 1927 Fengtian provincial budget plan revealed a total income of 37 million 

yuan, yet military expenditures exceeded 12 million yuan.139 This excessive military 

spending led to significant conflict between Zhang Zuolin and Wang Yongjiang.140 He 

urged Zhang to keep Manchuria out of political confrontations and military campaigns, 

advocating instead for reduced military spending and increased investment in education 

and local businesses.141 Zhang and the military commanders, however, rejected Wang’s 

proposals and continued to prioritize military expenses.142 As his authority diminished, 

Wang ultimately resigned in March 1926.143  

In his resignation, Wang highlighted the financial improvements achieved under 

his administration, and he emphasized Manchuria’s advantageous location, which he 

believed could have enabled self-reliance. However, Zhang Zuolin’s aggressive military 

actions had dragged all economic development in ruin, and caused immense hardship for 

the local population.144 He lamented that the Fengtian money notes had become 

practically worthless, and that the chaotic financial system, exacerbated by excessive 

military expenditures, would require three or four years to recover.145 Wang’s letters 
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reflect not only the impending collapse of Fengtian’s financial stability but also the 

broader struggle between civil and military authorities that characterized warlord-

dominated Republic of China. News reports started on October 26, 1927, indicating that 

Wang Yongjiang was in critical condition, suffering from liver disease and respiratory 

complications.146 On November 3, official reports confirmed his death at the age of fifty-

one. By the end of his career, and indeed his life, Wang continued to lament the more 

expansive reforms he might have realized had Zhang Zuolin not pursued such far-

reaching military and political ambitions. 

Conclusion  

Wang Yongjiang’s later reforms reflected a broader awareness of global economic 

and political development. In contrast, Zhao Erxun’s approach to economic reform rooted 

more in traditional administrative thinking than in any systematic vision of 

modernization. Wang actively studied foreign, especially Japanese, imperial governance 

and industrial policy, and he adapted selective elements to the Manchurian context. His 

emphasis on coordinated development across forestry, coal, and manufacturing was made 

possible by his strategic expansion of the railway network, which he envisioned as the 

backbone of regional industrial integration. These railway projects not only enabled 

economic integration and transportation mobility but also positioned the Fengtian Clique 

to better compete with Japanese infrastructure based around the South Manchuria 

Railway Company.  
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Yet the eventual failure of Wang’s ambitious reforms underscores the enduring 

structural problem that confronted reform-minded civil officials in warlord-era Chhina: 

the subordination of civilian agendas to military imperatives. Despite initial support from 

Zhang Zuolin, Wang’s authority was steadily eroded as Zhang diverted fiscal and 

institutional resources toward military expansion beyond Manchuria. Wang’s resignation 

in 1926, followed by his death the next year, marked the end of a reform experiment that 

had aimed to build an economically and administratively modern Manchuria. His career 

ultimately exemplifies both the potential and the limits of technocratic governance within 

a fragmented political order dominated by militarized power.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 
 
 

After Wang Yongjiang’s resignation, the economy of the Fengtian Clique, and 

Manchuria more broadly, entered a period of pronounced decline. Without Wang’s 

leadership, the fragile financial stability he had established quickly unraveled. Zhang 

Zuolin’s subsequent appointment of Mo Dehui 莫德惠 (1883–1968) as acting civil 

governor and director of Bureau of Finance failed to restore confidence.147 Civil officials 

widely viewed Mo as a mere figurehead tasked with extracting funds for the Fengtian 

army, and many resisted cooperation. By 1928, the financial administration in Fengtian 

had collapsed. A striking indicator of this ongoing economic deterioration was the 

devaluation of the Fengtian Dollar Notes that was once a hallmark of regional reform 

under Wang Yongjiang.  

As Zhang Zuolin retreated to Manchuria under pressure from the advancing 

Nationalist armies during the Northern Expedition, he was assassinated in a bombing 

orchestrated by the Japanese in 1928. While the Japanese intended to use the incident as 

excuse for military confrontation in Manchuria, the act instead had the opposite effect. 

The Fengtian Clique, now led by Zhang Xueliang, responded by pursuing integration 

with the Nanjing government. Through a series of negotiations with both the Nanjing and 

Beijing governments, and amid military confrontations with dissident factions within the 

Fengtian Clique, Zhang Xueliang directed the region toward national unification. The 

Japanese attempted to intervene in the process, including proposing expansions to their 
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railway lines in Manchuria, but faced resistance from not only Chinese authorities but 

also from the British and American governments.148 Seizing the momentum, the Fengtian 

Clique announced the symbolic changing regional flags of all Three Northeastern 

Provinces in Manchuria from the Beiyang Government to the Nanjing Government, 

signaling the reintegration of Manchuria into the Kuomintang Regime.149 The integration 

process then created a more favorable position for Manchuria to defend the Japanese 

penetration. 

Alongside Manchuria’s integration into the Nationalist government, Zhang 

Xueliang implemented a series of financial policies aimed at stabilizing the regional 

economy. By significantly reducing military expenditures, cutting government spendings, 

boosting exports, and standardizing currency across the Three Northeastern Provinces, 

Zhang Xueliang effectively reversed the financial decline that had marked the last years 

of the Fengtian Clique. Zhang’s policies generated annual savings of 25 million yuan, 

even though much of it had to be used to stabilize the currency, whose value had steadily 

declined due to overissue.150 While Zhang Xueliang himself acknowledged that 

Manchuria’s fiscal situation remained fragile, these reforms demonstrated that economic 

stabilization was possible through disciplined governance and pragmatic policy, even 

outside the framework of regionalism. However, the momentum was abruptly cut short 

by Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931. Had this trajectory not been disrupted, the 
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integration approach Zhang adopted could have evolved into a viable alternative to the 

earlier regionalist model. 

In retrospect, Wang Yongjiang’s reforms stand out not only within the context of 

Manchuria but also when compared to other warlord regimes across Republican China. 

While many regional powers expressed interest in promoting economic development, few 

possessed the institutional capacity or technocratic expertise necessary to realize such 

ambitions. In most cases, military campaigns eclipsed long-term planning. Wang’s 

background in finance and administration, combined with the relative autonomy he was 

granted by Zhang Zuolin, allowed him to implement policies that integrated 

infrastructure, industrial development, and fiscal management on a regional scale. His 

career exemplified a rare moment in the warlord era when civil officials were able to 

exercise significant influence over policy, at least temporarily.  

That said, the Fengtian clique’s reforms were not entirely unique in their intent. 

Provinces such as Guangxi and Shanxi also pursued infrastructural and economic 

modernization. In Guangxi, under the New Guangxi clique, road-building initiatives were 

similarly pursued.151 In Shanxi, Yan Xishan launched a Provincial Ten-Year Economic 

Reconstruction Plan in 1932, directly inspired by the Soviet Union’s first Five-Year 

Plan.152 These initiatives, like those in Fengtian, were often intertwined with efforts to 

consolidate local power. Yet they also demonstrate that warlord regimes across China 
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were not uniformly stagnant, and state building and industrial development were 

unfolding in multiple provinces during the 1920s and 1930s. What distinguished Wang’s 

reforms was the combination of sustained technocratic leadership, foreign pressure and 

influence in Manchuria, and the concrete outcomes achieved within a relatively short 

period. Fengtian thus provides a compelling case for examining the potentials and limits 

of governance under warlord rule.  

Situating Wang’s reform efforts in a broader global context also reveals important 

parallels. Like Japanese technocrats and colonial administrators in East Asia, Wang 

sought to mobilize natural resources, expand infrastructure, and guide industrial 

development through state planning. His efforts reflected the global spread of state-led 

development ideologies from mid ninetieth to early twentieth century, ranging from Meiji 

Japan’s bureaucratic modernization to reforms in post-imperial Russia.  

Overall, this thesis has primarily examined the evolution of economic and 

industrial development of Fengtian Province from the late Qing to early Republican 

period through the lens of state planning and the actions of leading political figures. Due 

to the constraints of available sources, the study has paid little attention to the roles of 

independent business families, private enterprises, and local industries that operated 

alongside or outside of the state apparatus. Future research would benefit from a closer 

investigation of these actors, whose interactions with both the state and foreign 

companies shaped the economic landscape of Manchuria in ways that remain 

understudied.  
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