
​Ascendant Historian |​​100​

​The KMT’s and​​Juntong’s​​Intelligence and Security​​in the 2​​nd​

​Sino-Japanese War: Their Limitations and Strengths​

​Finlay Pike​

​This paper was originally written in the Spring semester of 2024 for Dr. Chen Zhongping’s HSTR​
​366  and was reworked for publication in​​The Ascendant​​Historian​​.​



​Ascendant Historian |​​101​

​Nationalist China and its ruling Kuomintang (KMT) party are often portrayed as​

​incompetent in their contribution to the Second Sino-Japanese War, particularly when​

​compared to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).​​223​ ​During​​the war, KMT intelligence and​

​security operations were largely under the control of the Bureau of Investigation and​

​Statistics, also known as​​Juntong,​​headed by General​​Dai Li – an organization similarly​

​portrayed as ineffective, particularly compared with the CCP’s intelligence successes.​​224​

​This portrayal has some truth to it; the KMT made significant blunders in dealing with the​

​Japanese puppet government and in human intelligence (HUMINT) – intelligence gathered​

​through human sources and interpersonal communication. However, this paper will argue​

​for a more nuanced view: in other cases, particularly in signals intelligence (SIGINT) –​

​intelligence gathered through intercepting communications – and its efforts against CCP​

​guerrillas, the KMT was significantly more sophisticated and successful.​

​This paper identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the KMT’s intelligence and​

​security agencies by studying three cases: its operations in occupied China, its operations​

​against the CCP, and its cryptography and SIGINT. It argues that KMT intelligence and​

​security agencies were often hampered by a lack of foresight and clear goals, aggressive​

​and risky behaviors, a lack of control over its resources and situations, and poor​

​management of “human resources.” The paper also illustrates the KMT’s achievements in​

​SIGINT, their impact on the course of the conflict within China, and their potential to have​

​224​ ​Hans van de Ven, “The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China: operational and political aspects of the​
​arrest of Liao Chengzhi (1942),”​​Intelligence and​​National Security​​16 (2001): 206, 231; Wen-Hsin Yeh,​​“Dai Li and​
​the Liu Geqing Affair: Heroism in the Chinese Secret Service During the War of Resistance,”​​The Journal​​of Asian​
​Studies​​45 (1989): 545-547.​

​223​ ​Rana Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally: China's World War II,​​1937-1945​​(Boston and New York City: Houghton Mifflin​
​Harcourt, 2013), 9, 11, 13.​
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​had a major impact on key events in the broader Second World War if it had not been​

​dismissed by the Allied powers​​.​

​Many Westerners – whether scholars or laymen – are often unaware or dismissive of​

​China’s role in the Second World War, of which the Second Sino-Japanese War became part​

​of. This has been the case since the Second World War, but was entrenched by the politics​

​of the Cold War, and now the Sino-American rivalry.​​225​ ​This paper tells a wider story about​

​China’s competence in the war, showing that, even with its limitations, China’s capabilities​

​and contributions to the war effort should not be dismissed. Indeed, such perceptions in the​

​West led to significant blunders, and may do so in the future.​

​Following Japan’s invasion of China, a Japanese puppet regime was established in​

​1940 in Nanjing headed by Wang Jingwei – an early follower of Chinese nationalist leader​

​Sun Yat-sen and an ex-KMT official.​​Juntong​​adopted​​a nuanced approach toward this​

​puppet government through​​a policy of​​quxian jiuguo​​,​​translated as “saving the nation in a​

​devious way,” from 1940-1941.​​226​ ​This entailed collaborating​​with Wang’s secret services,​

​including sharing information,​​while inserting many​​spies into the puppet regime’s lower​

​ranks. By collaborating with the puppet regime,​​Juntong​​agents could get close to​

​government officials, sometimes convincing them to become double agents or help place​

​Juntong​​spies in powerful positions, thus gaining​​access to sensitive information. Initially,​

​this approach was effective, with​​Juntong​​inserting​​its spies into high-ranking offices.​

​Successes included convincing Luo Junqiang, who held various ministerial and governing​

​226​ ​Frederic, Jr. Wakeman,​​Spymaster: Dai Li and the​​Chinese Secret Service​​(Berkeley: University of California​​Press,​
​2003), 314.​

​225​ ​Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally​​, 10-11.​
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​positions, to defect.​​Juntong​​also inserted Peng Shengmu into Wang’s regime as a spy. Peng​

​was appointed first as a high-ranking civil servant in the puppet government’s highest​

​political committee, before becoming a Ministry of Finance counselor. Both Luo and Peng​

​provided important access to state secrets, including Wang’s negotiations with Japan and​

​financial information, and may also have helped influence policy in a way favorable to the​

​KMT.​​227​ ​While collaborating with the Nanjing puppet​​regime was morally and politically​

​questionable, it appeared to serve​​Juntong​​well by​​providing better access to sensitive​

​information, giving insight into Wang’s government and its relations with Japan.​

​However,​​Juntong​​could not have its cake and eat it​​too. While​​quxian jiuguo​

​provided​​Juntong​​with useful information, exchanging​​secrets with Wang’s government​

​made the KMT an unreliable intelligence partner for other countries, “confirmed” British​

​and American views of the KMT as unreliable, and weakened inter-Allied cooperation. As​

​a result, the Western powers kept important secrets from​​Juntong​​, including breakthroughs​

​in decoding Japanese Purple codes.​​228​ ​Knowing how to​​crack these codes would have​

​allowed​​Juntong​​to intercept and read Japanese telegrams,​​potentially providing​

​information just as, if not more, useful than that obtained from its spies.​​Quxian jiuguo​​was​

​thus a double-edged sword: it provided​​Juntong​​with​​access to state secrets, but undermined​

​one of the most valuable functions of a wartime alliance – intelligence-sharing. At best, it​

​traded one valuable source for another, equally valuable one; at worst, it put the KMT in a​

​weaker position internationally and in intelligence-gathering.​​Juntong​​appears not to have​

​appreciated the negative consequences of​​quxian jiuguo​​,​​although, to be fair, as Japan’s​

​228​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 314-315.​
​227​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 551; Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 314-315.​
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​wars were limited to China at the time that​​quxian jiuguo​​was adopted, it was not yet clear​

​that the UK and USA would later become China’s allies.​​229​

​In contrast to the Nanjing policy of collaboration,​​Juntong​​adopted a contrasting and​

​more aggressive approach in Shanghai. Operating from the safety of foreign concessions,​

​Juntong​​in 1937-41 launched over 150 assassination​​attempts against puppet government​

​officials, intended in part to undermine any peace processes in occupied China and​

​encourage defection to the KMT.​​Juntong​​also targeted​​Japanese military officials and​

​installations.​​Juntong​​’s attacks were successful in​​hindering Japan’s efforts to pacify​

​China.​​230​ ​However, this appears not to have been the​​primary objective – Dai intended for​

​these attacks to be widely publicized, boosting​​Juntong’s​​popularity. Most Chinese​

​associated​​Juntong​​with political repression and the​​execution of opposition figures, and​

​Dai saw an opportunity to shift​​Juntong’s​​reputation​​to one based on fierce national​

​resistance.​​231​ ​This appeared to work as​​Juntong’s​​public​​support grew, with newspapers​

​describing the assassins as folk heroes and “modern-day knights-errant who carried out​

​justice with such daring ingenuity that they might have been aided by Heaven.”​​232​ ​This​

​interest in public opinion helps explain the stark difference between​​Juntong​​operations in​

​Nanjing and Shanghai. As the public would not have known about the cooperation between​

​the KMT and puppet regime, it was relatively safe for​​Juntong​​to prioritize​

​232​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 551-552.​

​231​ ​Yuexiang Hao, "White Halo Piercing the Sun: Juntong’s Anti-Hanjian Campaigns and GMD's Legitimacy during​
​and after the War Resisting Japan," Master’s dissertation, University of Chicago, June 2025.​
​<​​https://knowledge.uchicago.edu/records/cs4n4-wvq93​​>​​12.​

​230​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 551-552.​

​229​ ​China did receive aid from the UK and especially the USA prior to Japan’s entry into the Second World War, but​
​both powers were reluctant and assistance was limited. The KMT was also attempting to court Nazi Germany and the​
​Soviet Union as potential allies against Japan. Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally​​, 92, 104, 127, 164-165.​

https://knowledge.uchicago.edu/records/cs4n4-wvq93
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​intelligence-gathering over morals or politics. With the assassinations being chiefly for​

​public opinion,​​Juntong​​was instead encouraged to​​emphasize politics over rational​

​intelligence decisions, making them adopt an accordingly opposite approach to​​quxian​

​jiuguo​​.​

​However,​​Juntong​​again did not appear to think through the contradictions between​

​these two approaches.​​Juntong’s​​attacks on collaborators​​and Japanese installations soon​

​provoked Wang’s government, and the situation spiraled out of control into what Wen-Hsin​

​Yeh calls a terrorist “gang war” in Shanghai between​​Juntong​​and​​No. 76​​, Wang's secret​

​service.​​233​ ​The latter, following through with previous​​threats, also began attacking public​

​figures openly supportive of KMT leader Chiang Kai-shek.​​234​ ​This war of terror continued​

​to boost popular support for​​Juntong​​, but also led​​to serious setbacks in​

​intelligence-gathering in occupied China, notably when​​Juntong​​defectors gave​​No. 76​​a set​

​of personnel rosters, addresses, and organizational charts of​​Juntong​​units. Those running​

​No. 76​​were also ex-​​Juntong​​agents who understood​​the agency well.​​235​ ​Additionally, the​

​publicity of​​Juntong​​attacks would not have made it​​easier for its agents to remain hidden.​

​In August and September 1939, using the information given by defectors,​​Juntong​​offices,​

​safe houses, and radio stations were raided by Japanese, French, and British police across​

​occupied China and international concessions. Many​​Juntong​​agents were arrested and​

​interrogated for information about other hideouts and agents, leading to a growing number​

​of raids and arrests, even as the “gang war” continued. As the situation worsened,​​Juntong​

​235​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 556.​
​234​ ​Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally​​, 288; Yeh, "Dai Li and the​​Liu Geqing Affair," 555.​
​233​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 555.​
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​members began to fear detention and increasingly opted to defect to the puppet regime,​

​handing over even more information on​​Juntong​​networks.​​236​ ​Rana Mitter argues that the​

​assassination program worked in delegitimizing Wang’s regime and causing chaos in the​

​short term, but by the time the USA joined the war against Japan in December 1941, most​

​of​​Juntong’s​​operations behind enemy lines in occupied​​China were compromised and​

​suppressed.​​237​

​The main reason​​Juntong​​operations in occupied China​​were not as successful as​

​they could have been is that​​Juntong​​lacked foresight​​or long-term planning. Initially, both​

​policies –​​quxian jiuguo​​and assassinations – achieved​​their intended intelligence and​

​public-relations objectives. However,​​Juntong​​failed​​to seriously consider or anticipate​

​reactions to these approaches, harming​​Juntong’s​​reputation​​and capabilities in the longer​

​term.​​Juntong’s​​attempt to pursue two objectives through​​contradictory means also​

​undermined the organization, as the assassination campaign helped provoke the dismantling​

​or isolation of intelligence networks that had been built up through​​quxian jiuguo​​.​

​Like​​Juntong’s​​operations in occupied China, the agency​​also saw mixed results in​

​its operations against the CCP. Officially, the KMT and CCP were allies following the​

​declaration in 1937 of a Second United Front against Japan. However, relations between the​

​two deteriorated as the CCP expanded into central China and the KMT militarily pressured​

​Communist-controlled areas. In January 1941, a KMT army attacked the CCP’s New​

​237​ ​Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally​​, 287; Yeh, "Dai Li and the​​Liu Geqing Affair," 556.​
​236​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 556.​
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​Fourth Army, ending the united front “in all but name,” as​​Yang Zi puts it, and allowing the​

​conflict between the two parties to resume.​​238​

​To expand its influence, the CCP, supported by cells in warlord-controlled Guangxi,​

​established several guerrilla bases throughout southern and central China.​​239​ ​In 1942,​

​Juntong​​launched a large intelligence operation against​​Communist bases in Jiangxi​

​province. The agency began by extracting information from arrested CCP couriers and​

​officials through torture, blackmailing, holding family members as hostages, or promising​

​light treatment.​​240​ ​Juntong​​then used this information​​to crack CCP codes and make higher​

​profile arrests. Often, arrested CCP members were used to lure others out to false​

​meetings.​​241​ ​Through this method,​​Juntong​​was able to​​lure entire guerrilla forces out of​

​their mountain hideouts and arrest them. Among the arrests in Guangdong province​

​Juntong​​was able to enlist Guo Qian – a CCP regional​​leader – as a collaborator. Guo​

​agreed to collaborate with​​Juntong​​if his life was​​spared, if he was given protection, and if​

​his collaboration was kept secret. Guo went on to lure out other CCP officials, while​

​leading interrogations and accompanying​​Juntong​​agents​​on various operations, including​

​shutting down radio stations and arresting more CCP couriers and leaders. Helped by​

​information from informers like Guo,​​Juntong​​was able​​to detain more than half of all CCP​

​members in Jiangxi by 1942.​​242​

​242​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 215-218, 219, 221; Yang, "The Chinese​
​Communist Party’s exploitation of the Second United Front," 82-83.​

​241​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 208-209.​

​240​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action​​in South China," 206, 208-209, 215; Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​,​
​164.​

​239​ ​Yang, "The Chinese Communist Party’s exploitation​​of the Second United Front," 79.​

​238​ ​Zi Yang, “The Chinese Communist Party’s exploitation of the Second United Front: intelligence and​
​counterintelligence on a middle force territory,”​​Intelligence and National Security​​37​​(2022): 73-74,​​79, 82; van de​
​Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 207.​
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​Juntong​​was also effective in shutting down Communist networks in other provinces​

​such as Zhejiang, Guangdong, Anhui and Henan, using similar tactics to those employed in​

​Jiangxi. According to Hans van de Ven, the crackdowns in Anhui and Henan were made​

​easy by disruptions caused to the CCP by the New Fourth Army Incident and therefore​

​“required no special skill.”​​243​ ​Operations outside of Jiangxi were helped by disruptions to​

​CCP communications caused by arrests of CCP members, the CCP’s belief that its outposts​

​were beyond​​Juntong’s​​reach, and assistance from CCP​​defectors such as Guo, including​

​knowledge of underground networks. The operations were further assisted by Japanese​

​attacks on the CCP and local and regional “powerholders.”​​244​

​By using arrested or coerced CCP members as informers and agents,​​Juntong​

​stymied the CCP’s hopes of establishing networks and guerrilla forces in southern and​

​central China.​​245​ ​Despite these successes, van de Ven​​argues that the complexity of these​

​operations and that CCP members had to be lured into areas under strong KMT influence​

​showed that the KMT and​​Juntong​​had little control​​over much of Chinese society and​

​armed groups.​​246​ ​While this may be true,​​Juntong​​having​​such successes indicated an ability​

​to operate despite limited social control and some competence with HUMINT operations.​

​Juntong​​’s successes against the CCP in Southern China​​reflected a more methodical​

​approach, with a single, set goal of eliminating Communist cells, and broader control over​

​the situation based on its stronger authority in Southern China than in occupied China.​​247​

​247​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 208.​
​246​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 205, 220-221.​
​245​ ​Yang, "The Chinese Communist Party’s exploitation of the Second United Front," 84.​

​244​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 213, 220; Yang, "The Chinese Communist​
​Party’s exploitation of the Second United Front," 83.​

​243​ ​van de Ven, "The Kuomintang's secret service in action in South China," 221.​
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​The KMT and​​Juntong​​also​​had more experience in dealing with internal Communist​

​threats, having been in conflict with the CCP more or less since 1927.​​248​ ​Juntong​​knew how​

​to “cut up” guerrilla movements better than it knew how to infiltrate or destroy other​

​governments from within.​

​Nonetheless, anti-Communist operations were not without problems. In Chongqing –​

​Nationalist China’s wartime capital – there were issues of “collateral damage.” Most of​

​Juntong​​’s information came from informal paid agents,​​who often denounced people based​

​only on rumours or suspicions to prove their “usefulness” and receive paychecks. As in​

​Shanghai,​​Juntong​​used assassinations and executions​​against political opponents in​

​Chongqing, meaning those denounced were often killed. For example, at the Qi River in​

​1940,​​Juntong​​tortured, mutilated, and killed over​​500 innocent people who were falsely​

​suspected of Communist “subversion.”​​249​

​As with​​Juntong’s​​actions in Shanghai, the agency’s​​aggressive operations in​

​Chongqing backfired – this time by harming the KMT’s political legitimacy in China rather​

​than provoking a destructive “gang war.”​​250​ ​Juntong​​also demonstrated a striking lack of​

​close control over its informants – the informal agents were not sufficiently disciplined in​

​the importance of accuracy, and their reports were not given thorough vetting or​

​consideration, with the result that false information was widespread.​​Juntong​​should have​

​been able to ensure either of these, yet it did not. This suggests that​​Juntong​​and Dai did not​

​care about killing innocent people, perhaps “justifying” it to themselves with the occasional​

​250​ ​Yeh, "Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair," 545.​
​249​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 337-338, 340.​
​248​ ​Yang, "The Chinese Communist Party’s exploitation of the Second United Front," 217.​
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​executed Communist or the assumed “benefits” of establishing social control through​

​widespread fear.​

​While most of​​Juntong’s​​HUMINT failures were due to poor management of​

​“human resources,” most issues faced in the KMT’s SIGINT were beyond its control. This​

​is especially true with the KMT’s cryptography. Due to the limitations and complexities of​

​the Chinese writing system – especially its lack of an alphabet and enormous number of​

​symbols – codes had to be kept in physical codebooks that used repetition, such as always​

​using the same code for different characters on the same page of a codebook. For example,​

​the​​gang​​港,​​xiang​​湘,​​tang​​湯, and​​yuan​​源 characters​​were always on the same page as​

​they all shared the same root radical, 氵(水), the first component of a Chinese character. If​

​the page number for this root radical was 54, then the codes for all these characters would​

​start with 54. Additionally, characters would share the same third or fourth digit as others in​

​the same row or column.​​251​ ​While some cryptologists​​attempted to introduce new coding​

​systems, physical codebooks remained the principal form of Chinese cryptography​

​throughout the Second Sino-Japanese War. If an adversary came into possession of a​

​codebook, all communications using codes in the captured codebook could be easily​

​decoded due to the repetition in codes. All codebooks would then need to be reshuffled,​

​reprinted, and redistributed – a lengthy and expensive process. Moreover, the large number​

​of codebooks in circulation and people responsible for them made it difficult to know​

​whether codebooks had been leaked, sold, or lost. These administrative difficulties also​

​meant that some may have been using outdated codes and that outdated codebooks could​

​251​ ​Ulug Kuzuoglu, “Chinese cryptography: The Chinese Nationalist Party and intelligence management, 1927–1949,”​
​Cryptologia​​42 (2018): 517-518, 521, 526-529, 535.​
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​not always be recalled when taken out of circulation, giving adversaries the opportunity to​

​continue decoding some ongoing communications on top of past messages.​​252​

​Conversely, the large number of codebooks complicated decoding some KMT​

​communications due to the variety of channels and codes used. The KMT was not alone in​

​its coding issues – the CCP often used similar systems as well.​​253​ ​Physical codebooks​

​presented​​Juntong​​and the KMT with serious issues​​in keeping their communications​

​secret, but it is questionable to consider this a failure of the KMT,​​Juntong​​or any other​

​Chinese organization. No one had control over the Chinese language and how it affected​

​cryptography.​

​Indeed, in other parts of KMT SIGINT, the Chinese showed a degree of foresight not​

​seen in its HUMINT operations.​​Juntong​​had broken​​Japanese diplomatic codes in 1936​

​and, as soon as Japan invaded in 1937, it established radio listening posts across China.​​254​

​Although Japanese military codes were not broken at that stage, listening posts along the​

​coast allowed​​Juntong​​and the KMT Air Force Academy​​to listen in on Japanese​

​communications about ship and aircraft movements. These could transmit information​

​about an aircraft or ship – including its direction, speed, and location – back to Dai within​

​five minutes. This was especially useful when, on 14 August 1937, such intelligence gave​

​the Chinese Air Force advance warning of an impending Japanese air raid that aimed to​

​destroy many Chinese aircraft. In what Yu Maochun calls the “glory of [Dai] Li's radio​

​intelligence,” the Chinese Air Force responded quickly, destroying six Japanese bomber​

​254​ ​Kuzuoglu, "Chinese cryptography," 526; Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​,​​275.​
​253​ ​Kuzuoglu, “Chinese cryptography,” 529, 535.​
​252​ ​Kuzuoglu, “Chinese cryptography,” 529, 535.​
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​aircraft and severely damaging several others, while only losing two aircraft itself.​​255​

​Without this intelligence, the air raid could have devastated the already small Chinese Air​

​Force in one blow.​

​In an attempt to break Japanese military codes and to train its own codebreakers, the​

​KMT hired Herbert Yardley, a prominent American cryptologist who authored a book on​

​Japanese codes, for 18 months. However, Yardley’s contribution should not be overstated:​

​he did not speak Japanese, could only provide general guidance on cryptography, and was​

​unable to provide the KMT with modern equipment and a “veneer of all-around technical​

​competence.”​​256​ ​Nevertheless, he was able to train 200​​Chinese cryptologists. Helped by​

​this training, KMT intelligence eventually cracked Japanese army and air force codes in​

​1939 and over 200,000 Imperial Japanese Army messages were intercepted that year.​

​Cracking the air force codes was particularly important for​​Juntong​​as the Japanese​

​launched repeated air raids on Chinese cities, especially Chongqing, and the Chinese Air​

​Force lacked sufficient force to prevent them. By breaking Japanese air force codes, and​

​supported by its listening posts,​​Juntong​​could quickly​​pass on information on air raids,​

​allowing Chinese civilians to seek shelter and the limited Chinese Air Force to launch​

​ambushes. Intelligence gained from Japanese air force communications even led to a​

​decisive but rare defeat of a Japanese bombing raid on Chongqing, ending the city’s​

​incessant bombing.​​257​

​257​ ​Yu, "Chinese codebreakers," 205-207, 210, 212; Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 280, 282, 341.​
​256​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 282.​
​255​ ​Maochun Yu, “Chinese codebreakers, 1927–45,”​​Intelligence​​and National Security​​14​​(1999)​​:​​204-205.​
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​In general,​​Juntong’s​​codebreaking abilities significantly impacted the war. While​

​this was helped by American know-how, the actual codebreaking was accomplished by the​

​Chinese.​​258​ ​Through this approach,​​Juntong​​demonstrated​​an ability to identify weaknesses​

​in and implement an effective solution for its SIGINT, by bringing in necessary outside​

​knowledge to advance its own capabilities.​

​Despite some Chinese successes in codebreaking, the UK and USA, at least initially,​

​did not take Chinese intelligence seriously or consider cooperating with KMT intelligence​

​units. This was partially motivated by genuine concerns over the KMT’s reliability, but was​

​also influenced by perceptions of the Chinese as incompetent and backwards.​​259​ ​This​

​negative attitude to Chinese intelligence cost the Allies dearly. The British, for example, did​

​not receive information from Chinese codebreakers about an imminent Japanese attack on​

​the battleship​​HMS Prince of Wales​​and battlecruiser​​HMS Repulse​​, which were sunk in​

​1941 with the loss of 840 sailors. Indeed, when Chiang Kai-shek informed the British​

​ambassador of the sinkings, the ambassador refused to believe Chiang until it was​

​confirmed by London.​​260​ ​In another, highly significant​​case, Wei Daming – a KMT​

​intelligence official and general – claimed that the KMT received advance warning about​

​Japanese plans to attack the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbour, and passed this to their​

​American counterparts, who had a longer history of intelligence collaboration with the​

​Chinese than the British.​​261​ ​When the Americans were​​informed, however, Wei claims they​

​were amused that the Chinese considered themselves capable of such an important​

​261​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 283; Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally​​,​​284.​
​260​ ​Yu, "Chinese codebreakers," 208-209.​
​259​ ​Yu, "Chinese codebreakers," 212.​
​258​ ​Yu, "Chinese codebreakers," 206.​
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​intelligence breakthrough, and opted to ignore the warning. The Imperial Japanese Navy​

​then attacked Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941, destroying a significant portion of the​

​US Pacific Fleet.​​262​ ​The reliability of Wei’s statements is debated by historians, particularly​

​as there are no known official documents validating them. Iwatani Nobu argues that the​

​KMT may have been able to break some of the Japanese communications, but that this​

​would have taken too long to warn the USA, and that Japan’s most detailed​

​communications were using “Purple codes,” which the KMT could not yet decipher.​​263​

​Regardless, it is feasible that the KMT​​could​​have​​had forward knowledge of Japan’s​

​attacks, and reasonable that the Americans would have dismissed it based on their​

​perceptions of the Chinese.​​264​ ​This narrative perhaps​​serves better for understanding how​

​the Chinese and Americans understood each other, and how this may have affected​

​cooperation, more than it serves as certain historical fact.​

​The​​Prince of Wales​​episode demonstrates a significant​​level of sophistication in​

​KMT SIGINT, with the KMT intercepting and decoding some Japanese codes before the​

​UK. If the Allies had been more open to Chinese intelligence and cooperation with the​

​KMT, major events in the Pacific and Asian theaters could have been impacted – including​

​the mitigation or prevention of disasters such as the attacks on the​​Prince of Wales​​and​

​potentially even Pearl Harbour. Following intelligence failures, the UK began to appreciate​

​the value of Chinese intelligence and asked that Chinese teams be sent to assist in the​

​264​ ​The Americans and British were not alone in acting​​like this. When Chinese communist spies that infiltrated the​
​KMT notified Joseph Stalin of the details of Germany’s imminent invasion of the USSR in 1941, he dismissed it as​
​”oriental nonsense.” Mitter,​​Forgotten Ally​​, 283.​

​263​ ​Iwatani Nobu, “Chiang Kai-shek and the Outbreak of War Between Japan and the United States: Intelligence and​
​Strategy,” (paper presented at​​International Forum​​on War History 2022​​, 2022), 68-71.​

​262​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 283.​
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​defence of its colonies. The USA also began to take​​Juntong​​more seriously and provided​

​Japanese codes. However, many Americans remained suspicious of the Chinese, and the​

​USA still did not fulfill its intelligence-sharing agreements with the KMT.​​265​ ​While the​

​Allies had some reasons to distrust the KMT, their attitudes largely reflect racial biases in​

​the UK and USA at that time.​​266​

​Despite the KMT’s general sophistication in SIGINT, one area where the KMT was​

​less competent was in managing personal competition among its officials. When Chiang​

​Kai-shek first established a SIGINT office, he treated SIGINT as a family monopoly,​

​placing his family members in the most important positions. This fostered a culture of​

​possessiveness over intelligence, prompting several KMT and military officials to establish​

​their own separate codebreaking organisations. The different codebreaking organisations​

​seldom cooperated, undermining the general effectiveness and reliability of KMT SIGINT,​

​especially within the KMT’s complex bureaucracy.​​267​ ​In the spring of 1940, Chiang​

​Kai-shek agreed to Dai Li’s proposal to centralise codebreaking and limit competition.​

​Nevertheless, once the new codebreaking organisation – the Office of Special​

​Technological Research (OSTR) – was established, competition erupted again between Wen​

​Yuqing, the office’s director, and Wei Daming, one of Wen’s deputies, over control of​

​OSTR. Dai also participated in this competition by pressuring and wearing down Wen. The​

​power struggle ended in June 1940 after Wen left for Hong Kong for medical tests and​

​never returned, refusing to take part in any more bureaucratic infighting.​​268​ ​Technically, the​

​268​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 282; Yu, "Chinese codebreakers,"​​212.​

​267​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 274-275; Nobu, Chiang Kai-shek​​and the Outbreak of War Between Japan and the United​
​States, 78.​

​266​ ​Yu, "Chinese codebreakers," 212.​
​265​ ​Wakeman,​​Spymaster​​, 283; Yu, "Chinese codebreakers,"​​210-211.​
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​KMT’s infighting was resolved, but not by encouraging cooperation. Instead, Wen, a​

​valuable asset for the KMT as he played an important role in cracking Japanese codes, was​

​pressured into deserting and his skills were lost.​​269​ ​As with​​Juntong’s​​struggles with​

​HUMINT, this reflects challenges with human decisions and leadership​​rather than the​

​failure of SIGINT skills, education, or systems.​

​In general, it is clear that the KMT and​​Juntong​​had​​many significant limitations in​

​their intelligence and security operations, most notably in HUMINT. The three main​

​reasons for their failures were a lack of foresight and set goals, aggressive and risky​

​behaviors, and a lack of control over people and situations. This was particularly evident in​

​Juntong’s​​operations in occupied China, where it did​​not fully consider the implications of​

​its contradictory collaborative and aggressive actions, especially in relations with the​

​puppet regime and the Allies.​​Juntong​​also failed​​to show sufficient discipline in its​

​handling of informal agents and in managing SIGINT infighting. Nevertheless, it would be​

​incorrect to consider the KMT and​​Juntong​​as wholly​​incompetent. Some of their​

​challenges were beyond their control, such as the complexities of the Chinese language or​

​the Allied racial perceptions of China. In some areas the KMT and​​Juntong​​were able to​

​demonstrate competence. They showed sophistication in SIGINT, including foresight in​

​establishing listening posts and competence in cracking Japanese codes. They also​

​illustrated clear objectives and an ability to control operational environments when​

​suppressing Communist guerrillas in Southern China. When comparing the KMT’s​

​successes in SIGINT and failures in HUMINT, it is apparent that the KMT was more​

​269​ ​Yu, "Chinese codebreakers," 207.​
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​effective in handling systems than people – and that the limitations were often the result of​

​certain personalities and their decisions, rather than of assets and know-how. There are a​

​few possibilities that may explain this contrast between SIGINT and HUMINT. The nature​

​of the Chinese language – and the need for complex coding – may have accustomed​

​Chinese cryptologists to simplifying complex systems. Additionally, the contrast in​

​sophistication in HUMINT and SIGINT could be explained by the differing degrees of​

​foreign assistance received. Nevertheless, these are only hypotheses, and further research​

​could provide interesting and important information on the wider structural or cultural​

​reasons behind KMT intelligence failures and successes in this period.​

​As during the Second World War, many Westerners continue to be dismissive of​

​China’s military and intelligence capabilities – now under CCP leadership. Such attitudes​

​are particularly evident in arguments about China’s lack of military experience and the​

​Chinese People’s Liberation Army’s political and structural flaws, or claims that Chinese​

​technology is not on par with the West’s.​​270​ ​This paper​​has shown that – in the period​

​covered – such arguments were only partially true, and that there were areas in which​

​Western portrayals of, and attitudes toward, China were incomplete or misleading. China,​

​like any major power during the Second World War or today, is a complex country, and it​

​would be wrong to consider its military and intelligence capabilities to be either entirely​

​backward or flawless. During the Second World War, the Allies were dismissive of China’s​

​270​ ​Kurt Campbell and Rush Doshi, “Underestimating China: Why America Needs a New Strategy of Allied Scale to​
​Offset Beijing’s Enduring Advantages,”​​Foreign Affairs​​,​
​<​​https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/underestimating-china​​>​​(April 2025); Gabriel Honrada, “Questioning China’s​
​ability to actually fight,”​​Asia Times​​, <​​https://asiatimes.com/2025/02/questioning-chinas-ability-to-fight/​​>​​(February​
​2025).​

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/underestimating-china
https://asiatimes.com/2025/02/questioning-chinas-ability-to-fight/
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​capabilities – and the UK, and potentially the USA, suffered a traumatic blow as a result.​

​Today, as China challenges the USA’s global primacy, several Western officials and experts​

​continue to downplay China’s capabilities, particularly in a conflict scenario. This paper’s​

​analysis suggests that such attitudes create risks that a comparable military and intelligence​

​disaster could occur again.​
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