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Grains of Conflict

China’s war against Japan was, at its heart, a struggle for food. As the

Nationalists, Chinese Communist Party, and Japanese vied for a dwindling

pool of sustenance, grain emerged as the lynchpin of their strategies for a

long-term war effort. In the first in-depth examination of how the Nationalists

fed their armies, Jennifer Yip demonstrates how the Chinese government

relied on mass civilian mobilization to carry out all stages of provisioning,

from procurement to transportation and storage. The intensive use of civilian

labor and assets–a distinctly preindustrial resource base–shaped China’s own

conception of its total war effort, and distinguished China’s experience as

unique among World War Two combatants. Yip challenges the predominant

image of World War II as one of technological prowess, and the tendency to

conflate total war with industrialized warfare. Ultimately, China sustained

total war against the odds with premodern means: by ruthlessly extracting

civilian resources.

jennifer yip is Assistant Professor in History at the National University

of Singapore.
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“Grains of Conflict addresses an underappreciated yet fundamental aspect of the

Sino-Japanese War. Jennifer Yip’s insightful analysis of the Nationalist Chinese efforts

to extract grain from the countryside to feed its soldiers reveals a critical aspect of the

war that underpinned the Chinese victory.”

Peter Worthing, Texas Christian University

“One of the most important issues for China during its titanic war against Japan was

food supply. Jennifer Yip’s superb book is the definitive account of how vital grains

were provided to keep the Nationalist armies fighting. Deep research and revisionist

arguments come together to make this a powerful and essential book for all students of

China’s World War II.”

Rana Mitter, Harvard Kennedy School
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Notes on the Text

Units of Measurement

Chinese units of measurement are notoriously inconsistent. In 1929, the

Nationalist government attempted to standardize units of length, area, weight,

and volume by establishing conversion rates between the metric system and

the “market” system (shiyong zhi 市用制):

Weight 重量

1 liang 兩¼ 0.0625 斤

1 jin 斤 ¼ 16 liang 兩 ¼ 0.5 kilograms 公斤

1 dan 擔 ¼ 100 jin 斤

Volume 容量

1 sheng 升 ¼ 1 liter

1 dou 斗 ¼ 10 sheng ¼ 10 liters

1 shidan 市石 ¼ 100 sheng ¼ 100 liters

Most statistics on grain were rendered in units of volume. They could also be

reflected in units of weight, although this was less frequent. The typical unit of

volume used was the shidan市石, where the character石 is read as dan. This is

not interchangeable with the unit of weight dan擔. However, as Lloyd Eastman

has noted , there was much confusion surrounding units of measurement in the

first half of the twentieth century. Consequently, both units of volume and

weight sometimes shared the same character and were even translated into the

same English term, the picul.1 In keeping with the exact manner in which these

two units appear most frequently in primary sources, I render the volumetric unit

as shidan, and the dan that denotes weight as dan.

Many sources pertaining to military grain use physical containers, such as

dabao (大包, large bags), as their main denominator. Where this is the case,

1 Lloyd Eastman, Seeds of Destruction: Nationalist China in War and Revolution, 1937–1949

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1984), 51–52.

xiv

www.cambridge.org/9781009601320
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-60132-0 — Grains of Conflict
Jennifer Yip
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

I reflect the original figures in dabao instead of converting them to kilograms

to remain faithful to the original unit of measurement. Officially, one dabao

was 200 jin, or 100 kilograms, of dami (大米), or husked rice (including the

weight of the bag itself ).

There were also conversions from units of volume to units of weight.

According to Arthur Young’s calculations, one shidan (volume) of unhusked

rice, or paddy (daogu 稻穀), was roughly 128 jin (64 kilograms) (weight).2

However, Chinese-language sources suggest that the official conversion rate

for paddy was one shidan to 108 jin (54 kilograms). The latter is probably

more likely, although, given the lack of standardized tools of measurement

throughout China, large discrepancies across the country are not surprising.3

In any case, conversions from volume to weight are extremely arbitrary

because it depends on whether space is utilized efficiently.

A less commonly used carrier was the xiaobao (小包), which carried 40 jin

of rice. As for flour, one dai (袋, sack) was stipulated to be 45 jin.

For further reference, see the conversion tables in Hollington K. Tong, ed.,

China Handbook, 1937–1943: A Comprehensive Survey of Major Developments

in China in Six Years of War (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1943).

Chinese-Language Terms

All Chinese-language terms are rendered in pinyin. One major exception is

“Chiang Kai-shek”; his name is more often recognized in this form. For key

terms, both the original Chinese characters, or hanzi, and their pinyin are

provided in-text for the reader’s reference.

2 Arthur Young, China’s Wartime Finance and Inflation, 1937–1945 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1965), 356.

3 I make this suggestion firstly because some sources claim this to be the official conversion rate,
and secondly based on instances in the historical material where both dabao and volumetric
figures are available. Volumetric figures (shidan) typically referred to paddy, while dabao

referred to hulled rice (mi 米). Manual calculations reveal that a volume of between 2.67 and
3 shidan of paddy would yield 1 dabao of husked rice. If 1 shidan equalled around 54 kilograms,
144.18 kilograms (2.67 shidan) of paddy yielded 100 kilograms (1 dabao) of husked rice. This
meant that rice husks accounted for 44.18 kilograms, or 30 percent of paddy weight, as a by-
product of milling. Since husks are around 20 percent of paddy weight, these figures are likelier
than if 1 shidan equalled 64 kilograms (which would result in a much larger ratio of husk to
paddy). For mention of the rate of 1 shidan to 108 jin, see Guan Jiyu et al., eds., Tianfu huiyao,
vol. 5, Guomin zhengfu tianfu shikuang (xiace) (Chongqing: Caizhengbu, 1943), 137, accessed
via Taiwan E-book, National Central Library, https://taiwanebook.ncl.edu.tw/zh-tw/book/NCL-
9900009450/reader. One document establishes a conversion of 3 shidan of paddy to 1 dabao of
husked rice, but this seems to have been less frequently implemented; “Diyi zhanqu bingzhan
zongjianb jieshou sanshiniandu Chuan-Xiang-E lianggai shubiao” (April 30, 1942), in Kangzhan
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Beijing: Jincheng
chubanshe, 2019), 503–4.
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In Chinese and Japanese, the family name precedes the first name. The

names of historical figures are reflected in this manner unless otherwise stated.

The names of scholars writing in Chinese and Japanese are also reflected with

the family name first. However, the Chinese- and Japanese-language names of

scholars writing in English are reflected in the order in which the name is

attached to the cited work.
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Abbreviations

CBI China-Burma-India

CCEA Central China Expeditionary Army

CCP Chinese Communist Party

CEA China Expeditionary Army

CEF Chinese Expeditionary Force

EADB East Asia Development Board

NCAA Northern China Area Army

NKK Nisshin Kisen Kaisha

NRA Nationalist Revolutionary Army

RNG Reorganized National Government

SOS services of supply
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