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Warlords or Militarists?

This exhibition uses the term “warlords” to describe the Beiyang leaders who have strong
military power that enable them to exercise absolute control over a territory and sometimes
even influence the politics of the central government in the Republican period as it is a
commonly known and understood term among the general public. The term “warlord” is first
used by Japanese socialists during the early 1920s as a derogatory label for the leaders of the
Japanese military who were also active in politics. Later it became a popular term to describe
the Chinese military officers who were increasingly active in the political arena. When the
Chinese Nationalists Party launched the Northern Expedition in 1926, its leaders vowed to
fight against “the warlords”. However, recent studies in the history of the period shed a more
positive light to the “warlords” and a more neutral term “militarists” was often adopted by
academics in describing these Beiyang leaders.



