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The Continuity and Transformation of Military Thought:
The National Revolutionary Army’s Four Counteroffensives in 1939

Su Sheng-hsiung’

Abstract

In the historical narrative of the Nationalist Revolutionary Army (NRA), the
entire Second Sino-Japanese War was well planned, with the strategy of exchanging
space for time and of a protracted war of resistance; and in the second phase after the
Battle of Wuhan, the NRA shifted towards the offensive to achieve victory. Contrary
to this account, some commentators, while acknowledging the contributions of the
NRA, have criticized it for its passive strategy and lack of will to attack, arguing that
Chiang Kai-shek (1887—1975) looked to the West for help while maintaining large
numbers of troops to defend against Mao Zedong’s (1893-1976) Communist forces.
The present article revisits these divergent views by examining the four
counteroffensives of the NRA in 1939, only mentioned in passing by previous
studies, to consider their own understanding of said offensives. The relevant
historical facts are first reconstructed. Secondly, this article examines why the
offensives were launched from the perspective of political strategy, analyzes
statements over the so-called “quick victory theory,” and explores the influence of
the NRA’s intelligence on strategy. Finally, military theory is adopted to explain the
fundamental reasons for the offensives. This article argues that the NRA initiated the
four counteroffensives due to political strategy and optimism in the war, but the most
crucial factor was military ideology; that is, even if there were no political-strategic
considerations, the NRA would have continued with the campaign in 1939.
Inconsistent with the received criticisms, the NRA had in fact adopted an offensive
defense from the onset of the war, which reached its peak in 1939, but the gap
between the Chinese and Japanese forces was too significant for it to be
implemented. The counteroffensives of 1939 were not a new tactic but a
continuation of previous strategies, with this period also being a critical period of
change in the military ideology of the NRA.

Keywords: Second Sino-Japanese War, winter offensive, Chiang Kai-shek,
On War, military thought
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