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Preface

Ever since human society has had war, war has had its own motion and development. This motion and development arise because the various internal factors of war exist in a relationship that is at once opposed and unified — an essential connection that is not static but constantly develops within connection and connects within development. This dialectical motion forms the laws inherent to war itself. This is objective military dialectics.

Subjective military dialectics originates in objective military dialectics. As Lenin said: “The dialectics of things creates the dialectics of ideas.”¹ Because war is a matter of life and death for classes, nations, and states, people have been compelled to study war more carefully than almost anything else, seeking to uncover its inner regularities. Engels pointed out: “People were thinking dialectically long before they knew what dialectics was.”² For example, works such as The Art of War and On War are universally recognized philosophical treatises on war. Sun Tzu’s work bears the character of naive dialectics, and Clausewitz’s “thought was conceived in the womb of Hegel.”³ Both made contributions to the study of military dialectics, and many of their propositions retain a certain general significance to this day.

It was not until the emergence of the Marxist philosophy of dialectical and historical materialism that people were given a scientific worldview and methodology, laying a solid scientific theoretical foundation for the study of military dialectics.

In the practice of China’s protracted revolutionary war, Mao Zedong applied the scientific worldview and methodology of Marxism to the study and direction of war, integrating the universal truth of Marxism with the practice of the Chinese revolutionary war. He gathered the wisdom of the whole Party and the whole Army, and especially of the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries and military strategists, making a distinctive contribution to the study of military dialectics.

As early as the mid-1930s, when the main Red Army force had just completed the Long March and reached northern Shaanxi, Mao Zedong, in the course of organizing the study of Marxist philosophy, already gave attention to the study of military dialectics. In 1936 he lectured specifically on “military dialectics” as a special topic, and subsequently published such works as Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War, Problems of Strategy in Guerrilla War against Japan, and On Protracted War, which had a major guiding influence on the practice of war and on military science. Zhu De pointed out: “In Comrade Mao Zedong’s military writings, particular emphasis is placed on developing the theoretical foundation and methodology of Marxism-Leninism’s military science, namely military dialectics.”⁴ Mao Zedong Thought on military dialectics has nurtured and armed our people’s army and is a precious asset of our Party and our Army; we must firmly uphold and further develop Mao Zedong’s thought on military dialectics.

After the mid-1960s, once Lin Biao took charge of the Central Military Commission’s work, and especially during the ten years of turmoil, the two counter-revolutionary cliques of Lin Biao and Jiang Qing ran amok, and idealism and metaphysics rampaged, severely polluting Mao Zedong’s thought on military dialectics. This brought enormous damage to our national defense construction and army building, causing confusion in military thought. For this reason, upholding and developing Mao Zedong’s thought on military dialectics and clearing away the poisonous influence of Lin Biao has become one of our important tasks.

Since the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee re-established the Marxist line, research into military dialectics both inside and outside the army has become unprecedentedly active in every respect. This is of great theoretical and practical significance for clearing away the legacy of the Lin Biao and Jiang Qing counter-revolutionary cliques, correcting our thinking and methods, and promoting the modernization of national defense and the strengthening of army building and military science.

Under the leadership of the Party committees at every level of the Academy of Military Science, we began to study Marxist military dialectics, focusing our study on the theory and practice of Mao Zedong’s military dialectics. We have now compiled the results of our preliminary study and research into this book, as an initial exploration of military dialectics. Owing to our limited level, we welcome criticism and correction of any shortcomings.



¹ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 38, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 210. ² Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 20, People’s Publishing House, 1971 ed., p. 155. ³ Lenin’s Military Writings, p. 205. ⁴ Zhu De, “The People’s Army, the People’s War,” in Sparks that Start a Prairie Fire, Selection One, Soldiers’ Press, 1977 ed., p. 1.







Chapter One: The Nature of War

What is the nature of war? This is the question that military dialectics must first answer. Lenin said: “In its proper meaning, dialectics is the study of the contradiction within the very essence of objects.”¹ Mao Zedong said: “We must look at the essence of a matter and not just at its appearance, treating the appearance merely as a guide leading in the doorway, once inside we must grasp the essence — this is the only reliable, scientific method of analysis.”²

“Essence” is, in philosophy, a category understood relative to “appearance,” referring to the internal connections among the various phenomena of a thing. The essence (nature) of war refers to the internal connections among the various factors that constitute war.

War is an organic whole made up of many factors. It is not only necessarily and internally connected with social factors such as politics, economics, and science and technology, but its own various internal factors are also necessarily and internally connected with one another, and together these form the content of war’s nature. War’s nature is therefore something that exists objectively and has multiple levels. Below, we analyze and study the nature of war from three aspects: the historical development of war, society’s overall connections, and war’s own purpose.


I. The Nature of War Seen from the Historical Development of War

War is a historical phenomenon; like everything that exists in the objective world, it has its own process of emergence, development, and extinction. To grasp scientifically the essence of war, we must first, from the process of war’s historical development, clarify how war actually arose, what the roots of modern war are, and what the conditions and paths are for eliminating war — so as to grasp the nature of war through the process of its historical development.


1. How War Arose

Why does war arise in the development of human society? On this question, opinions have varied wildly from ancient times to the present, without any consensus. The “theory of war and nationality” holds that war arises from differences between nations. The American Walter Rostow said: “War, in the final analysis, exists because of what we call the concept of national independence. On the basis of shared traditions and common interests, once a unified nation is formed, it will inevitably lead to conflicts continually arising between nations.”³ The “theory of war and population” holds instead that war is rooted in population growth. The Frenchman Gaston Bouthoul said that the “reason” that pushes society toward war “is that population numbers exceed the amount needed to complete economic and political work.”⁴ The “theory of the war-like nature of man” holds that war is rooted in humanity’s combative biological nature and desires. China’s ancient text Lüshi Chunqiu states: “As for arms in general, they are [an expression of] might; and might is [an expression of] force. When the people possess force, that is their nature — a nature that they receive from Heaven.”⁵ The ancient Greek philosopher Plato said: “War, battle, and revolution all come from man, and from man’s desires.” These various theories, each in its own way, fail to truly explain the roots from which war arises. Some people therefore simply adopt an agnostic attitude, saying that war is a kind of epidemic of the spirit, whose cause is unknown and not easily discoverable, because there are many different kinds of obstacles sufficient to hinder any objective and scientific study of this phenomenon. Still, there are some who, in the long search for the roots of war, have taken a step toward the truth. For example, the American scholar Julian Huxley wrote in an article: “War is a phenomenon linked to the accumulation of wealth. This wealth is the object of conflict.”⁶ But Huxley stopped there; he neither did, nor could, correctly resolve the question of the roots from which war arises.

Lenin pointed out: “Dialectics requires an all-round study of a given social phenomenon in its development, and the reduction of external and seemingly accidental phenomena to such basic moving forces as the development of the productive forces and the class struggle.”⁷ Social practice has proven that the emergence of war is linked to the emergence of private property and classes, and that private property and classes arose for economic reasons. Therefore, the root from which war arose lies within the economic activity of society.

The economic activity of any society is an internal contradictory movement within the mode of material production. In the early period of primitive human society, the productive forces were extremely undeveloped, and the means of production were held in primitive common ownership. At that time there was no private property, no classes, and no war. Although there was violent conflict between tribes at that time, since there was as yet no specialized “tool” (weapon) for waging war, nor any specialized organization for waging war (an army), nor any purpose of political enslavement or economic plunder, this violent conflict was qualitatively different from the war that appeared after the emergence of private property and classes. By the late period of primitive society, as the productive forces developed, surplus products, the social division of labor, and the exchange of products gradually appeared, making it possible for one part of the population to appropriate the labor of another part, and private property and classes gradually emerged. Engels said: “The first great social division of labor… brought about, along with an increase in the productivity of labour and thus also an increase in wealth, and an extension of production activities, under the general historical conditions prevailing, the enslavement of man… From the first great social division of labour arose the first great division of society into two classes: masters and slaves, exploiters and exploited.”⁸ In order to possess ever more private property, the exploiters required new labor power, and thus war — to seize new labor power (captives) and wealth for the exploiters — came into being.



¹ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 38, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 278. ² Selected Works of Mao Zedong, Vol. 1, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 96. ³ ④ ⑥ [Poland] T. Pluzhalo (transliteration), The Philosophy of War, cited in Trends in Foreign Social Science, no. 2, 1983. ⑤ Lüshi Chunqiu, “Dang Bing.” ⑦ Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 2, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 624. ⑧ Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 21, People’s Publishing House, 1962 ed., pp. 184–185.

Once iron tools appeared, the productive forces developed further, giving rise to the expansion of the social division of labor and the exchange of products; the phenomenon of unequal property grew ever more severe, and social wealth was concentrated ever more rapidly in the hands of a small ruling class, while the mass of the people grew ever poorer, and the system of slavery became established. In order to plunder others’ wealth and protect their own private property, the slave-owning class built its own military organization, and war became fully a normal way of life.

This fully demonstrates that the emergence of war was not because of any concept of national independence, nor because of population growth, still less because of human nature and desire; its true and fundamental cause was the appearance in human society of private property and classes. As Lenin pointed out: “War is not a contradiction of the basis of private property, but is a direct and inevitable development of that basis.”¹



2. The Roots of Modern War

In the history of human society’s development, ever since the appearance of private property and classes, humanity has passed through slave society, feudal society, and capitalist society, and war has continued without interruption. In terms of the types of war, they can broadly be divided into two categories: one type opposes political enslavement and economic plunder, propels society forward, and is just and revolutionary war; the other type enslaves and plunders other classes, nations, and states, obstructs the advance of society, and is unjust and reactionary war.

Imperialism is the highest stage of the development of capitalism, and one of its important features is the contest for world hegemony. When peaceful means fail to achieve this goal, it will inevitably resort to armed force. Therefore, the root of modern war lies in imperialism. This is determined by the economic essence of imperialism, as Lenin clearly pointed out: if one does not “understand the economic essence of imperialism — this basic economic question… then it is fundamentally impossible to understand how to assess the wars of today.”²

If we divide the whole of capitalist society into an early and a later stage, then free competition is the economic characteristic of the early stage of capitalism, while monopoly is the economic essence of the later stage of capitalism, that is, the stage of imperialism. That monopoly replaced free competition is the inevitable result of the development of capitalism’s economic laws and basic contradictions. This is because free competition gives rise to a concentration of production, and once production concentrates to a certain degree, monopoly necessarily forms. Yet once monopoly has appeared, it does not eliminate competition, but rather rides above competition, coexisting with it, thereby generating many especially sharp and especially intense contradictions, frictions, and conflicts. Because of monopoly and competition, the unevenness of imperialism’s economic development grows still more severe, causing sharp changes in the relative economic strength between imperialist states; and as this unevenness of economic development proceeds, political imbalance inevitably follows, giving rise to struggles to redivide the world and contend for world hegemony — and this makes war unavoidable.

Here, it is worth reviewing the roots of the outbreak of the First and Second World Wars.

The First World War of 1914–1918 was waged mainly between the two imperialist blocs of the Entente Powers — Britain, France, and Russia, led by Britain — and the Central Powers of Germany, Austria, and Italy, led by Germany. As early as the 1870s, Britain had long held first place in the level of industrial production. By the start of the twentieth century, Britain had fallen behind the United States and Germany in industrial production and stood in third place. Yet Britain’s total colonial area was still 33.5 million square kilometers. Germany, which in industrial production ranked second only to the United States, had a total colonial area of only 2.9 million square kilometers. German imperialism was therefore no longer satisfied with the colonies it possessed. In December 1897, the German Foreign Secretary Bernhard von Bülow declared in a speech to the Reichstag: “The days when the German left the land to one neighbour and the sea to another, while reserving for himself the sky, where pure doctrine reigns — those days are gone…. In a word: we do not wish to place anyone in the shade, but we also demand our own place in the sun.”³ But when German imperialism approached the capitalist banquet table, all the seats were already taken. It could only expand its own colonial empire by seizing the colonies of other imperialist states, foremost among them Britain. Yet neither Britain nor any other colonial empire was willing to give up its colonies. Lenin pointed out: “Such questions in the world of capitalists cannot be resolved by voluntary consent. They can only be resolved by war.”⁴ This was the root of the First World War.



¹ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 21, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 320. ² Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 2, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 731. ³ Modern and Contemporary History of Germany, Vol. 1, p. 436. ④ Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 3, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 80.

From the end of the First World War to 1929, world capitalism experienced a brief period of relative stability. From 1929 to 1933, this relatively stable situation was shattered. The rising Japanese imperialism rushed to the fore, and Germany, which had nearly been buried by the Treaty of Versailles, rose again. The colonies and spheres of influence divided up after the First World War no longer satisfied these states. In particular, the three fascist states of Germany, Italy, and Japan wiped out at home the last remnants of bourgeois democratic freedom, established a regime of savage terror, trampled on the sovereignty and the right of free development of small nations, openly announced that seizing the territory of other countries was their national policy, and openly declared their intent to win world hegemony and to spread the fascist system throughout the world. Germany schemed first to dominate Europe and then to seize world hegemony; Italy schemed to seize the Mediterranean; Japan wished to dominate the Far East and the Pacific alone. The Second World War was precisely “the inevitable product of the development of the various economic and political forces of the world on the basis of modern monopoly capitalism.”¹ However, “the Second World War of the anti-Axis camp differed from the First World War in that, from the outset, it bore the character of an anti-fascist war of liberation, one of whose tasks was to restore democratic freedoms. The Soviet Union’s participation in the war against the Axis states could only strengthen — and indeed did strengthen — the anti-fascist and liberating character of the Second World War.”² This was the origin and character of the Second World War.

That imperialist monopoly capital and uneven political development lead to war is an objective law that does not shift according to anyone’s subjective will. In today’s world, this law still operates. The contemporary imperialist struggle for hegemony is the main root of war in today’s world; it determines and influences, to a great extent, the changing factors of war, and the danger of a new world war still exists. However, today’s world is no longer what it was on the eve of the Second World War. The world, as a unity of contradictions, contains both factors that give rise to war and factors that restrain war. The People’s Republic of China, with its billion people, is an important force for peace and stability, resolutely opposed to war and dedicated to safeguarding world peace; the nations and peoples of the Second World, and especially of the Third World, likewise oppose war and love peace, and even the popular masses within hegemonic states love peace — all these are factors that restrain war. If the peace-loving, progressive forces throughout the world can actively develop and effectively weaken the factors that give rise to war, then a new world war may possibly be postponed.

The root of war is the fundamental cause of the outbreak of war; it raises the possibility of war’s outbreak, a possibility that is turned into reality through the conscious activity of classes, nations, states, and political groups, and through a series of domestic and foreign policies that are implemented. Therefore, many direct signs generally appear before the outbreak of war; only by linking these signs together and reasoning through them can a scientific prediction of the outbreak of war be made.

The qualitative leap from peace to war is an extremely complex process. Especially since the Second World War, the international situation has undergone tremendous change, and the various factors that give rise to and restrain war have likewise changed a great deal, making this process appear still more intricate and complex. In the face of this, one must have a clear-headed understanding and estimate that accords with objective reality. Peace complacency — failing to see the existence of factors that could give rise to the outbreak of war — will cause one to lose vigilance, so that when war comes one is caught unprepared and thrown into a passive position; while overestimating the growth of factors that make for war, seizing on a one-sided sign and concluding that war is imminent, and prematurely converting a large part of one’s economic strength into military strength, will affect or weaken the nation’s economic construction, and its result will, in the end, weaken military strength as well. In sum, when it comes to



¹ Stalin’s Military Writings, Soldiers’ Press, 1980 ed., p. 381. ² Stalin’s Military Writings, Soldiers’ Press, 1980 ed., p. 382.

recognizing the danger of modern war and judging the actual threat of war, these are two aspects that are at once interconnected and mutually distinct; in practice, one must neither draw a sharp line between the two nor confuse them as one. Only by making a comprehensive and concrete analysis of the actual political, economic, and military circumstances can one make a judgment about the development of the situation that accords with the objective facts. One must strive to develop the factors that restrain war and safeguard peace, working hard to bring about a long period of peace, while at the same time making planned, step-by-step preparations to defend the motherland and oppose wars of aggression.



3. The Conditions and Paths for the Elimination of War

Since war is the inevitable product of the development of the foundation of private ownership, war cannot be an eternal phenomenon; it will necessarily be eliminated along with the elimination of private ownership and classes. Once the last exploitative system of human society — the capitalist system — has been thoroughly eliminated, an age of eternal peace will arrive. As Mao Zedong pointed out: “When human beings have eliminated capitalism, they will reach the era of perpetual peace, and there will be no more need for war. There will be no more need for armies, or navies, air forces, or poison gas. From then on, mankind will never again see war for tens of thousands of years.”¹

The thorough elimination of the capitalist system and of classes is the condition for the elimination of war. Only when the desire for peace is built upon this foundation can genuine peace be achieved. Reaching such a condition will not happen overnight, but will require a long and arduous historical process. With the emergence of guided-missile nuclear weapons, two contradictory possibilities have arisen: the possibility of achieving the greatest destructive and lethal effect, set against the possibility of suffering an equivalent retaliatory strike. As a result, some in the world have come to regard war merely as a mistake of the times possessing the character of social suicide. They therefore argue that, owing to the emergence of “nuclear balance” and “mutual deterrence,” the danger of war no longer exists. They say things like: “The advent of nuclear weapons may signal that the age of iron and blood has gone forever, to be replaced by conference tables draped in green baize and press



¹ Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 443.

conferences for television reporters.”¹ This places the hope for peace entirely on the negotiating table of the superpowers — an unrealistic fantasy. It cannot be denied that a relatively peaceful situation maintained for some period of time through mutual deterrence has indeed occurred before in history. In 1887, Engels, addressing the situation of that time, pointed out: “Whoever strikes first will unleash a world war. … But they are somewhat afraid of the very universality of the conflagration, once it is unleashed — a fear all the greater because its results are incalculable…. this, I believe, is our only guarantee of peace.”² Yet in the end, this guarantee of peace could not be relied upon. Engels went on to point out: “Except a world war, there is now no other war possible for Prussia-Germany.”³ Twenty-seven years later, the outbreak of the First World War confirmed this scientific prediction of Engels. Today, the emergence of guided-missile nuclear weapons does exert a certain restraining effect on both war and peace in the world. But this has not eliminated the roots of war and the factors that make up the outbreak of war, nor can it change the objective law by which imperialist monopoly capital and uneven political development lead to war; on the contrary, it is precisely the inevitable result of the development of that very law. Judging from the facts: in 1972 the Soviet Union and the United States concluded the SALT I agreement limiting strategic weapons, yet within three months of signing that agreement the Soviet Union had already developed a series of new intercontinental missiles — the SS-16, SS-17, SS-18, and SS-19. In particular, between 1974 and 1978 the number of Soviet nuclear warheads increased from 2,262 to 5,919. Not to be outdone, the United States also increased its own number of nuclear warheads from 5,919 to 10,486. One can see that behind “limitation” lies concealed competition. This new arms race between the Soviet Union and the United States, whose purpose is to contend for world hegemony, is precisely what breeds the danger of war.

The proletariat has always advocated peace and yearned for peace — not merely peace for one nation, but peace for the whole world; not merely a temporary peace, but a lasting peace. But the proletariat also deeply understands that, so long as the capitalist system and classes — this root of war — continue to exist within human society, it is impossible to eliminate the various factors that make up the outbreak of war. Therefore, although there is a qualitative difference between peace and war, there is no uncrossable chasm between them, but rather a living connection. In refuting Kautsky’s mistaken separation of peace from war, Lenin pointed out: “A peaceful alliance prepares the ground for war, and in its turn grows out of war; the one conditions the other, producing alternating forms of peaceful and non-peaceful struggle on one and the same basis of imperialist connections and relations between world economics and world politics.”⁴ Therefore, in our approach to war and peace, we ought, before war breaks out, to work hard to develop the factors that restrain war, so as to secure as long a period of peace as possible. But when the hegemonists of the world launch a war of aggression, we must mobilize every force, courageously fight on, and strive for victory in the war against hegemony.

Through what path can war be eliminated and lasting peace achieved? The “theory of war and population” proposes a kind of “theory of self-regulation.” Adherents hold that war arises from population growth. “War can absorb this population ‘surplus,’ bringing about a certain ‘population sink.’ When war develops to the point that the state can no longer supply the front with sufficient manpower reinforcements and production can no longer meet the needs of the front, armed activity will cease, and peace will then appear.”⁵ This is of a piece with Malthus’s reactionary “theory of population,” and plainly runs counter to the objective laws of social development. Ancient Chinese military theorists put forward the idea of “using war to stop war”⁶ — but this remains only a naive notion. Marxism gave the first scientific account of the sole path by which war can be eliminated. Marx and Engels



¹ Cited by Miyoshi Osamu (Japan), The World Strategy of Soviet Social Imperialism, p. 93. ² Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 36, People’s Publishing House, 1962 ed., pp. 614–615. ³ Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 21, People’s Publishing House, 1962 ed., p. 401. ④ Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 2, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 838. ⑤ [Poland] T. Pluzhalo, The Philosophy of War, cited in Trends in Foreign Social Science, no. 2, 1983. ⑥ Sima Fa, “Ren Ben.”

pointed out: “Once the exploitation of man by man has been abolished, the exploitation of nation by nation will also be abolished. Once class antagonism within the nation ceases, the hostile posture of nations toward one another will also come to an end.”¹ Lenin pointed out: “As long as society is still divided into classes, as long as man’s exploitation of man exists, war is inevitable. To do away with that exploitation, we cannot escape war.”² Mao Zedong pointed out: “War — this monster of mutual slaughter among humans — human society will eventually eliminate it…. but there is only one way to eliminate it, and that is to use war against war, to use revolutionary war against counter-revolutionary war, to use national revolutionary war against national counter-revolutionary war, and to use class revolutionary war against class counter-revolutionary war.”³ He also said: “We are opponents of war who want to abolish war, but the only way to abolish war is through war.”⁴

“Abolishing war through war” is the necessary conclusion reached by Marxism through analyzing war in connection with private ownership and class. The proletariat must eliminate the root that produces war — private ownership and class — yet private ownership is precisely the very foundation on which every exploiting class depends for survival. The exploiting classes will therefore inevitably struggle with armed violence to defend the foundation on which their survival depends; this determines that the proletariat can eliminate war only through war.

Examining the history of war, it is not hard to see that war has always been closely linked with private ownership and class; the development of human society gave rise to private property and class, and this in turn gave rise to war. In class society, war is a product of class struggle, the highest form that class struggle takes. So long as private ownership and class exist, the social root for the outbreak of war exists. Therefore, the logical conclusion of history is: only by eliminating private ownership and class can war be eliminated, and only then will the age of lasting peace for humanity arrive. This is the nature of war as seen from the historical development of war.



¹ Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 4, People’s Publishing House, 1958 ed., p. 488. ² Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 8, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 531. ③④ Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., pp. 158, 512.




II. The Nature of War Seen from Society’s Overall Connections

War does not exist independently, detached from society; rather, it has intrinsic connections with such social factors as politics, economics, and science and technology.


1. The Relationship between War and Politics

War is the continuation of politics. “Politics is the concentrated expression of economics.”¹ Different classes’ political representatives represent the economic interests of different classes. Consequently, different classes interpret the category of “politics” differently. Clausewitz held that “politics” was “the representative of the interests of the community as a whole.”² This clearly serves to defend bourgeois politics, since in a society of antagonistic class interests there can be no politics that truly represents “the interests of the community as a whole.” Engels and Lenin gave “politics” a scientific content. Engels pointed out: “Every political struggle is a class struggle.”³ Lenin likewise pointed out: “Politics is the struggle between classes.”⁴ That is to say, politics is the contradiction, conflict, and struggle between the interests of different classes. It is expressed as the lines, programs, guidelines, and policies pursued, in matters of national life and international relations, by the political parties, states, groups, or social forces that represent a given class.

Although Clausewitz’s own interpretation of “politics” was mistaken, he was nevertheless the first to clearly formulate the thesis that “war is the continuation of politics,” correctly setting out the relationship between war and politics, thereby revealing the political nature of war and refuting the long-standing, mistaken view that portrayed war as something existing independently, detached from the politics of society.



¹ Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 4, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 441. ² [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., pp. 896–897. ³ Selected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 4, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 247. ④ Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 4, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 370.

In examining war, Clausewitz first called the form of war deduced purely from its concept “absolute war,” holding that war is a form of violence intended to compel the enemy to submit to one’s own will. Since the object of war is to utterly crush the enemy, in order to achieve this goal both sides will push the use of force to its extreme. He then went on to point out that actual war in reality does not act according to the nature inherent in “absolute war,” and that there exists an enormous gap between the two. He said: “Abstract war and real war are not the same…. actual war is often very far removed from its original, pure concept.”¹ He further investigated the reasons for the divergence between “absolute war” and “real war,” pointing out that this arises not only from internal resistances but also from external causes — namely, the political character of war. From this he drew the conclusion: “War can never be separated from political intercourse, and if, in the consideration of the matter, this occurs in any way, all the threads of the different relations are, in a manner, broken, and we have before us a senseless thing without an object.”² To state the relationship between war and politics precisely and concisely, he proposed: “War is nothing but a continuation of political intercourse, with a mixture of other means.”³ It was precisely this point that aroused Lenin’s great interest. Lenin not only read Clausewitz’s On War attentively but also wrote extensive marginal notes on it. Lenin considered the sixth chapter of On War, which discusses the relationship between war and politics, to be “the most important chapter,”⁴ and pointed out: “‘War is the continuation of politics by other means’ (namely by violence) — this is a most wise aphorism spoken by a writer well versed in military matters, Clausewitz. Marxists have always rightly regarded this thesis as the theoretical basis for viewing the significance of every given war. It is precisely from this standpoint that Marx and Engels always regarded the various wars.”⁵ Lenin went further, expressing “war is the continuation of politics” precisely as: “war is the continuation of the politics of this or that class.”⁶



① ② [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., p. 43. ② ③ [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., p. 894. ④ Lenin’s Military Writings, Soldiers’ Press, 1981 ed., p. 190. ⑤ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 21, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 284. ⑥ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 26, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 142.

Yet war is not identical with politics. War and politics have on the one hand an aspect of mutual connection, and on the other hand an aspect that distinguishes them, namely that war has a specificity in comparison to politics. Failure to see this point will lead to denying the objective existence of war altogether.

What, then, is special about war itself? Clausewitz held that “only its means are peculiar to it,”¹ that it is “conducted by means of bloodshed.”² Mao Zedong gave a comprehensive and precise account of this: “War has its own particular characteristics, and in this sense it cannot be equated with politics in general. ‘War is the continuation of politics by other, particular, means.’… Therefore we can say that politics is bloodless war, while war is the politics of bloodshed.”³ It is precisely this specificity that gives war a qualitative difference from other forms of political struggle; war is the highest form that political struggle takes.

Since war is “bloody politics,” it must necessarily have laws distinct from those of other forms of political struggle. On this point, although Clausewitz, in On War, spoke of how “war in the main is politics itself, with the pen replaced by the sword, but it does not on that account cease to follow its own laws of thought,”⁴ he only acknowledged that war would develop according to its own inherent laws within the realm of pure abstract concepts — that is, within the realm of what he called “absolute war.” As for actual, real war, “it is not possible for it to comply with the law belonging to itself alone.”⁵ Clausewitz even said: “War has its own grammar, but not its own logic.”⁶ This is precisely an expression of how “his thought was conceived in the womb of Hegel.”⁷ Practice has proved that although war is subject to the domination of politics, it also has



①② [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., pp. 43, 135. ③ Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 447. ④⑤⑥ [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., pp. 902, 895, 894. ⑦ Lenin’s Military Writings, Soldiers’ Press, 1981 ed., p. 205.

laws that are inherently its own, and develops according to those laws. Mao Zedong therefore held that, on account of war’s specificity, war has its own particular kind of organization, its own particular methods, and its own particular process; and he gave a scientific account of war’s own objective laws.

The thesis “war is the continuation of politics” shows that, in the relationship between war and politics, politics plays the leading role. First, politics is the womb that gives birth to war. As Mao Zedong said: “When politics develops to a certain stage, beyond which it cannot proceed by the usual means, war breaks out to sweep away the obstacles in the path of politics…. Once the obstacle is removed and the political objective attained, war comes to an end; but if the obstacle is not completely removed, the war will have to continue until the goal is fully accomplished…. Even where a compromise is made because of certain circumstances, it is generally the prelude to another war.”¹ Second, politics determines the character of war and the attitude of the people toward it. Third, politics determines the forces war relies on, the objects of attack and alliance, and the strategies to be used toward various different objects. Fourth, politics determines the character, building, and use of the armed forces. Fifth, politics determines the direction in which the war develops. Therefore, in a certain sense, war itself is politics. On this Mao Zedong gave an explicit account: “In saying that ‘war is the continuation of politics,’ war in this sense is politics, and war itself is a political action; since ancient times there has never been a war that did not have a political character…. If there is a tendency to look down on politics, isolating war and treating it as something absolute, that is wrong and should be corrected.”²

The thesis “war is the continuation of politics” provides a reliable basis for scientifically foreseeing war and correctly evaluating war. Before a war, one can fully make a scientific prediction of the outbreak of war by analyzing political signs, such as changes in a given state’s political activity and foreign policy; in the course of a war, one can also, on the basis of changes in the political activity and policy of the two opposing sides, reveal the developing trend of the war. And in examining any war, one must also link it to the policies



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 447. ② Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., pp. 446–447.

pursued before the war by the relevant states and the relevant classes. This is because “the politics pursued in wartime by a given state, or by a given class within that state, is necessarily and inevitably a continuation of the politics pursued for a long period before the war by that same state or class, differing only in the manner of action.”¹

Applying this viewpoint to the analysis of actual wars, our revolutionary teachers have set us brilliant examples. During the Franco-Prussian War, Engels, from beginning to end, examined the entire development of the war on the basis of the actual social and political conditions of the two countries. On the eve of the war, many people in Europe hoped that the diplomatic disputes between the two nations could be resolved through peaceful means. Engels clearly pointed out that no such possibility existed. Shortly after war was declared, a number of bourgeois military experts hastily proclaimed that the well-prepared French army would win the war. Having made a scientific analysis of the political and class conditions under Napoleon III’s rule in France, Engels put forward an entirely different view. He perceptively saw that the war “could not possibly have a happy outcome” for Napoleon III, and that the Germans would certainly annihilate his entire army.² Subsequent practice proved Engels’s prediction correct. During the First World War, Lenin engaged in a fierce debate with the opportunists of the Second International over how to evaluate and approach this war. Lenin pointed out: “If you do not study the politics of the two belligerent coalitions over the preceding decades… [avoiding a grasp of isolated, accidental phenomena or individual examples]… if you do not reveal the connection of this war with the politics preceding the war, you cannot possibly understand this war at all.”³ It was precisely on the basis of the policy of imperialism that Lenin revealed that the essence of the First World War was an imperialist war. During the War of Resistance against Japan, Mao Zedong, likewise through analysis of the political and class conditions of China and Japan, revealed the inevitable trend of the development of the War of Resistance and charted the direction for the victorious development of that war. It can be seen that grasping the idea that “war is the continuation of politics” is indeed the theoretical foundation



① Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 3, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 72. ② Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 33, People’s Publishing House, 1973 ed., p. 10. ③ Lenin’s Military Writings, Soldiers’ Press, 1981 ed., p. 338.

for examining every war. Apart from this theoretical foundation, “nine-tenths of all talk about war becomes empty babble or meaningless quarrelling.”¹

There is also another aspect to the relationship between war and politics, namely that war likewise has a reciprocal effect on politics. First, victory or defeat in war bears on whether the political objective can be realized. Second, the state of the forces engaged in war constrains the political objective of the war. Third, war is waged in order to achieve a political objective, but once war breaks out, all the political actions of the classes, nations, states, and political groups involved must serve the object of winning the war. Fourth, once war breaks out, classes, nations, states, and political groups must direct the war according to war’s own inherent laws in order to gradually realize the political objective; if the laws of war are violated, a military setback will necessarily bring about a political loss. This kind of situation occurred in the agrarian revolutionary war led by the Chinese Communist Party. The political objective of China’s revolutionary war was to overthrow the reactionary rule of imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucrat-capitalism, and to establish the political power of the people — this was, without question, an offensive objective politically. But in the early period of the revolutionary war, the Red Army’s strength was weak and the enemy’s strength was strong; this was an irrefutable objective fact. Under these circumstances, the “Left” dogmatists nevertheless held that, since politically one was on the offensive, militarily too one ought to adopt an offensive strategy; they put forward the slogan of “seizing victory for the revolution first in one or several provinces,” and demanded that the Red Army attack the central cities. The result was not only failure to take the cities but heavy losses as well. They did not understand that, under conditions where the enemy was strong and we were weak, it was only through a strategic military defense — preparing the necessary conditions — that a gradual transformation into a strategic military offensive could be achieved. It was only Mao Zedong’s strategy of active defense that enabled the Central Soviet Area to win great victories in the first four campaigns against the “encirclement and suppression” campaigns, campaigns in which political development also greatly advanced. In the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign, the dogmatists utterly denied the premise that the enemy was strong and we were weak: “first they carried out the adventurism of ‘offensive in every direction,’ advocating ‘resisting the enemy outside the gates of the state’; then they carried out the conservatism of defense, advocating dispersed defense and ‘short, swift thrusts,’ engaging the enemy in a war of attrition; and finally, when forced to withdraw from the Jiangxi base area, they turned to outright flightism.”² This time not only were the military losses heavy, but the political losses, in the
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history of the Chinese revolution, were also conspicuous. This is precisely the bitter fruit produced when politics, in violation of the laws of war, directs the conduct of war.

The determinacy and the mutability of the character of war

How, then, is the character of a war concretely to be determined? Lenin held that the character of a war is decided neither by subjective “good intentions” nor by the question of who attacked first or within whose borders the fighting takes place; the most fundamental question is what political objective the war serves. He pointed out: “What determines the character of a war [whether it is a war of aggression, or a war of defence] is not the question of who has attacked, in whose territory the ‘enemy’ is stationed, but which class is waging the war, and of what politics this war is a continuation (‘war is a continuation of politics’).”¹ That is to say, the political objective of the war determines its character. This is the determinacy of the character of war. Any war that aims at trampling on the interests of the popular masses and obstructing the advance of historical development is unjust in character. For instance: reactionary class warfare, wars of aggression against other nations and peoples, wars among imperialist states. Conversely, any war that aims at protecting the interests of the popular masses and promoting the forward development of society is just in character — for instance, revolutionary class war, wars of national liberation, wars resisting imperialist aggression.

Distinguishing between the differing characters of wars is the fundamental premise for taking different attitudes toward different wars. Marxists neither, from the standpoint of pacifism and humanitarianism, oppose all war, nor, like militarists, madly incite war and blindly participate in every war; rather they take a historical, dialectical, and analytical attitude toward war, treating wars differently according to their different characters — actively participating in and supporting just wars, and opposing unjust wars, using just war to oppose unjust war.

The character of war is also mutable, changing along with changes in the political objective of the war. That is to say, over the course of a single war, from beginning to end, the boundary between its just and unjust character is not absolute and unchanging, but relative and mutable.



① Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 25, People’s Publishing House, 1958 ed., p. 353.

The mutability of the character of war is first expressed in the transformation between just wars and unjust wars. In the history of war, it often happens that one side in a war, initially just, is at a certain stage of development transformed into an unjust side; or conversely, one side in a war, initially unjust, later becomes just. This mutual transformation reflects the complexity of the changes in the character of war. The wars of the period of the French Revolution were, at the outset, wars to defend the great revolution and oppose the coalition of counter-revolutionary monarchies, and were just in character. But once Napoleon established the French Empire and enslaved many long-established European nations with the capacity for independent existence, France’s just war turned into an unjust war. This unjust war, in turn, gave rise to just wars against the Napoleonic Empire.

The mutability of the character of war is also expressed in the transformation between imperialist war and national liberation war. That is to say, a national liberation war can be transformed into an imperialist war, and an imperialist war can likewise be transformed into a national liberation war. During the First World War, Rosa Luxemburg, one of the outstanding leaders of the left wing of the German Social Democratic Party, held that, in the age of imperialist war, a national liberation war could be transformed into an imperialist war, but that an imperialist war could not be transformed into a national liberation war. She believed that, since the world had already been completely divided up, any war — even one that began as a national war — would eventually be transformed into an imperialist war owing to its infringement on the interests of one or another imperialist power or coalition. Lenin criticized this mistaken view. Lenin pointed out that to acknowledge only that a national war can be transformed into an imperialist war, while denying that an imperialist war can be transformed into a national war, is to violate Marxist dialectics. He said: “The fundamental principle of Marxian dialectics is that all boundaries in nature and society are conditional and mutable, and there is no phenomenon that cannot, under given conditions, be transformed into its opposite. A national war can be transformed into an imperialist war, and vice versa.”¹



① Selected Works of Lenin, Vol. 2, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., p. 850.

It was precisely on the basis of the principle of the mutability of the character of war that Lenin advanced the slogan of turning imperialist war (an unjust war) into civil war (a just war). That is, when an imperialist war breaks out, the proletariat should make use of every crisis created by the war to launch a proletarian revolution, using the means of war to overthrow the bourgeois rule of its own country. Lenin held that such a transformation is not something conjured out of thin air, but rather “arises out of all the conditions of an imperialist war between highly developed bourgeois countries, out of all the circumstances, characteristics, features and consequences of that war; and if the government which is encountering revolutionary action on the part of the oppressed classes it ‘defends’ does not suffer defeat after defeat at the front, such a transformation cannot be brought about.”¹ This makes clear that turning an imperialist war into a civil war is conditional. Those conditions are: correct leadership on the part of the proletariat, and military defeat on the part of one’s own country’s bourgeois government.

To acknowledge the mutability of the character of war does not mean denying the determinacy of the character of war. This is because the mutability of the character of war changes according to the change in political objective, and is grounded in the determinacy of the character of war. To deny the determinacy of the character of war is, in effect, to deny that wars of differing character have qualitative differences in their political objectives, which would turn the question of war’s character into pure sophistry. Therefore, the difference between military dialectics and sophistry does not lie in whether or not one acknowledges the mutability of the character of war, but rather in whether or not one acknowledges the determinacy of the character of war. Lenin said: “Only a sophist would use the possible transformation of one kind of war into another as an excuse for ignoring the difference between imperialist war and national war at the given moment, in the given circumstances. Dialectics has more than once served as a bridge to sophistry — in the history of Greek philosophy this happened more than once. But we remain dialecticians, and in our fight against the sophists we do not resort to a denial of all possibility of transformation whatsoever, but analyse concretely a given phenomenon in its specific setting and specific development.”² In the same way, if one acknowledges only the determinacy of the character of war and denies its mutability, one likewise falls into metaphysics and violates military dialectics.
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Because the political objective of war changes, the character of war necessarily changes along with it, and this is precisely what is determined by the determinacy of the character of war. Therefore, to deny the mutability of the character of war is equivalent to denying the determinacy of the character of war itself.

To acknowledge the mutability of the character of war requires us, in evaluating any war, to distinguish the political objective of the war over the course of its movement and development; otherwise it will be impossible to make a correct judgment about the character of the war that accords with the actual facts.

There now exists a certain view that revises the thesis that the political objective of war determines its character into the thesis that the character of the state determines the character of the war. According to this view, no matter what its political objective may be, any war a capitalist country takes part in is forever unjust. In that case, when Britain, France, and the United States took part, during the Second World War, in the war against Hitler’s fascism, was that also an unjust war? In fact, this view is nothing but an accommodation to the political needs of hegemonism, manufacturing a pretext for aggression against other countries.

The political objective of a war determines its character; once the political objective of the war changes, the character of the war changes accordingly — no matter what kind of state the initiator of the war styles itself, no matter what enchanting slogans it raises, no matter how it engages in sophistry, none of this can shake the objective truth repeatedly borne out by social history.

Modern nuclear war does not change the nature of war

Since Clausewitz first revealed that “war is the continuation of politics by another kind of means,” this essential nature of war, refined and carried forward through the critical inheritance of Marxism-Leninism, has always been the fundamental starting point from which Marxists examine every kind of war. Now that nuclear weapons have appeared, has this basic principle become “outdated”?

Certain bourgeois military theorists, out of a need to conceal the political objectives of imperialist war, exert themselves to propagate the idea that, in the nuclear age, war is no longer a rational political instrument, and that the thesis “war is the continuation of politics by another kind of means” has, under the new historical conditions, become “outdated” or has lost its original significance. As early as the mid-1960s, some already argued: “The advent of nuclear weapons has changed the nature of war,”¹ and: “there is today no more dangerous illusion than the view that thermonuclear war has become a political instrument, one whose political objective can be achieved through the use of nuclear weapons.”



¹ Cited by Miyoshi Osamu, The World Strategy of Soviet Social Imperialism, p. 93.

The British military theorist Kingston-McCloughry likewise said: “If, from the standpoint of modern conditions, one looks at Clausewitz’s famous thesis — ‘war is the continuation of politics by another kind of means (that is, violent means)’ — it is not hard to see that, when it comes to the outbreak of nuclear war, nothing could be further from the truth than this view.”¹ The American Wolf held that “nuclear weapons have shaken the principle that Marxism-Leninism has always upheld on the question of the relationship between war and politics.” The former American Secretary of State Kissinger likewise emphasized: “In the nuclear age, viewing war as the continuation of politics by other means represents an approach to military analysis that has become outdated.”²

Yet the practice of war has proven that, ever since class society has existed, the means of waging war — weapons — have undergone many qualitative changes, from cold weapons to hot weapons, from conventional weapons to modern weapons of mass destruction; each new appearance of weaponry has brought about a major change in the form (appearance) of war, but the relationship between war and politics — the nature of war captured in “war is the continuation of politics” — has not changed. That is to say, weapons in themselves cannot determine or change the direction of politics; they remain nothing but a tool used by the class or nation waging war to achieve the political objective it seeks. In class society, there is no such thing as war divorced from a definite political objective. The scientific conclusion is: nuclear weapons cannot change the nature that “war is the continuation of politics”; the political nature of war continues to govern nuclear war as well.

Of course, the political nature of war is likewise not fixed and unchanging, but constantly developing and changing. That is to say, the politics that determine the politics of war are not abstract but concrete. The wars of different historical periods are always waged by different classes and states in pursuit of some concrete political objective. Therefore, the political content possessed by every war is different. The most fundamental reason for this difference lies in changes in the mode of material
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production. For example, what people usually call war is linked to the first mode of production of class society — the slave mode of production. As society developed toward the feudal mode of production and later toward the capitalist mode of production, the classes taking part in war changed, and the political objective of war changed along with it. Clearly, the fundamental cause enabling the political nature of war to change is likewise not the development of weapons and equipment. Although the quantity and quality of weapons and equipment can indeed exert a certain reciprocal effect on politics, this reciprocal effect is expressed only in the following ways: it can affect the scale of the political objective achieved by war, affect the length of time needed to achieve the political objective, and affect the stance of the classes and states that do or do not take part in the war — but it cannot abolish the political nature of war.

“War is the continuation of politics” means nothing other than that a given class, nation, state, or political group, in pursuit of a given political objective, adopts armed struggle — the highest form of struggle — in order to carry through that politics. This is the nature of war as reflected in the relationship between war and politics. So long as classes exist, this nature of war cannot possibly change. However far modern war develops, even nuclear war, there neither has been nor can there be any “shaking of the principle that Marxism-Leninism has always upheld on the question of the relationship between war and politics,” because nuclear war remains nothing but a continuation of politics by another kind of means.



2. The Relationship between War and Economics

War is a continuation of politics by another kind of means, and politics is the concentrated expression of economics. Therefore, war is, in essence, a form of politics — a politics of “the pen replaced by the sword” — waged by both sides of a war in pursuit of their own economic interests, reflecting, through the highest form of struggle, violence, the contradictions and conflicts of economic interest between the two warring sides. From this it is not hard to see that war and economics have an intrinsic, essential connection.

Economics itself is a category with multiple meanings. First, economics refers to the activity of a society’s mode of material production, that is, the contradictory motion between the productive forces and the relations of production — this is the total economic activity of a society. Second, economics refers to the economic structure within which human beings carry out material production activity, that is, the sum total of the relations of production. The relations of production of any society are, in essence, economic relations, and in class society these are precisely relations of material interest between classes.

Third, economics refers to the level of development of the productive forces of a given society, that is, a nation’s economic strength.

The multiplicity of meanings in the category of “economics” determines that the relationship between war and economics operates on several levels. Taken in the first sense of economics, economics is the ultimate root from which war arises — that is, war is ultimately rooted in the economic activity of a given society, and is the inevitable product of the contradictory motion internal to the mode of social production. Taken in the second sense of economics, every war is waged in order to achieve a certain economic interest; war is nothing but the highest form of struggle adopted by the politics that represents the economic interest of a given class. Taken in the third sense of economics, economic strength is the material foundation for waging war, while war in turn has a certain reciprocal effect on economic development. The first of these aspects of the relationship between war and economics has already been discussed above in connection with the historical development of war, and the second aspect has already been discussed above in connection with the relationship between war and politics; below we examine only the third aspect of the relationship between war and economics.

Economic strength is the material foundation for waging war

What is the material foundation for waging war? People tend to regard objective material conditions such as the army, weapons and equipment, and the quantity and quality of supplies as the material foundation of war. This is of course correct. But it should also be recognized that the army, weapons and equipment, and supplies are, in the final analysis, grounded in economic strength. Take away economic strength, and the army, weapons and equipment, and supplies all lose their guarantee in quantity and quality, and war cannot be carried on. Economic strength is therefore the most fundamental material foundation for waging war.

Ancient military theorists already had a naive grasp of this relationship between war and economic strength. They regarded “enriching the state” as the sole basis for “strengthening the army,” and “a strong army” as the fundamental condition for winning victory in war. The Guanzi states: “If the state is poor, expenditure will be insufficient; if expenditure is insufficient, the army will be weak and the officers unfit; if the army is weak and the officers unfit, one will fight without victory and defend without security; if one fights without victory and defends without security, the state will not be at peace.”¹ Deng Ai said: “When the state



① Guanzi, “Qi Fa.”

is rich, the army is strong; when the army is strong, one is victorious in battle.”¹ In modern times, bourgeois military theorists advanced further in their understanding. Max Jähns pointed out in an academic report: “The foundation of military affairs is, first of all, the condition of the people’s economic life.”²

Engels gave a scientific demonstration that economic strength is the material foundation for waging war. In criticizing Dühring’s idealist theory of force, he pointed out: “What is the ‘primary’ thing in violence itself? Economic power.”³ And he said: “Force is not simply an act of will… but requires very real preconditions before it can come into operation, in particular, implements, the more perfect of which vanquish the less perfect; further, that these implements have to be produced, which implies that the producer of more perfect implements of force, vulgo weapons, triumphs over the producer of the less perfect implement, and that, in a word, the triumph of force is based on the production of arms, and this in turn on production in general — hence on ‘economic power’, on the ‘economic situation’, on the material means which force has at its disposal.”⁴

Engels’s scientific thesis makes clear that the reason economic strength is the material foundation for waging war is determined by the specific nature of war itself. Since war is a form of armed violent action, and not merely an act of will, it must possess the material means of war — weapons and equipment. Only by combining human beings and weapons and equipment into an organic whole can force of will be materialized into material force. Weapons and equipment are therefore the material precondition for waging war. Just as, without means of production, people cannot carry on material production activity, so too, without weapons and equipment, people cannot carry on the activity of war. And the production and development of weapons and equipment is entirely grounded in the production of society, that is, in economic strength. In the early period of human society, the productive forces of society were extremely low; this determined that war at that time could only rely on stone and iron implements as its principal weapons. As the productive forces of society advanced, gunpowder and firearms were invented, and new weapons and equipment were produced. In modern times, the appearance of modern technological weapons such as guided-missile nuclear weapons, aircraft, and tanks is neither something that dropped from the sky, nor purely a product of
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people’s minds, but the result of the development of the productive forces of society. For example, according to Soviet calculations, producing 40,000 aircraft with an average weight of ten tons each requires roughly 250,000 tons of aluminum. To produce this much aluminum requires mining and processing roughly 800,000 tons of bauxite ore, consuming 4 billion kilowatt-hours of electricity. It can be seen that, without a highly developed social productive force, modern weapons and equipment could not possibly appear. Thus economic strength is the material foundation for waging war, first of all, because economic strength is able to supply war with this powerful material means — weapons and equipment. As Engels said: “Force is decided by economic conditions, which furnish the arms for the use of force, and maintain them,”¹ and “without them force is no force.”

The historical facts of war likewise powerfully prove that only when economic strength promptly satisfies the material needs of war can it provide a solid material foundation for victory in war. In the Second World War, one important reason — apart from other causes — why German fascism ultimately suffered defeat on the Soviet-German front was that Germany’s economic strength at that time had already fallen to its lowest level. Stalin once said that Germany’s “destroyed capacity to survive was one of the causes of her doom.”² From the autumn of 1944 onward, Germany’s industrial production went into a straight decline: taking 1938 as 100, in 1945 the index for the production of capital goods fell to between 30 and 40, and the index for consumer goods fell to between 18 and 28. As economic strength continuously declined, the production of weapons and equipment could no longer meet the needs of war. The Soviet Union, by contrast, saw its economic strength continuously rise from the beginning to the end of the war; the total industrial output value of the Soviet Union’s eastern regions alone grew by a factor of 2.8. It was precisely because the Soviet Union’s economic strength was continuously consolidated and developed during the war period — together with international assistance — that the requirements for war matériel and weapons and equipment put forward by the Soviet Supreme Command could be met, enabling the Supreme Command to plan and organize offensive campaigns of ever-increasing scale, and thereby to successfully realize its strategic designs.

Of course, this is not to say that strong economic strength will automatically bring about victory in war — such an understanding would be one-sided. Rather it is to say that any war must have a certain
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amount of economic strength as its material foundation; without a certain material foundation, war cannot be waged. It was precisely for this reason that, although China’s revolutionary war was waged under conditions of extremely weak economic strength, Mao Zedong, throughout the hard years of war, always attached great importance to economic construction. He pointed out: “War is not just a military and political contest, but also an economic contest…. we must work hard at economic work,”¹ and: “Only by carrying out work on the economic front and developing the economy of the red areas can we give the revolutionary war an adequate material foundation, and enable our military offensive to proceed smoothly.”² He called on the entire army and the entire people to concentrate on economic construction as a central task, correctly handling the contradiction between war and economic construction, waging war while also building the economy, thereby powerfully developing the economic strength of the revolutionary base areas and providing the necessary material foundation for the victory of China’s revolutionary war.

The history of war has already passed through an age dominated by cold weapons and an age dominated by firearms and artillery, and has now entered an age of extensive use of modern technological weapons. As the scale of war continually expands and technological weapons and equipment grow ever more systematized, war’s dependence on economic strength has grown unprecedentedly great.

The cost of modern weaponry is extremely high. For instance, the United States’s construction of eight guided-missile nuclear submarines requires 15 billion US dollars; building one aircraft carrier costs 540 million US dollars; one anti-tank missile system with a range of two kilometers costs about 20,000 US dollars; and one surface-to-air missile costs about 10,000 US dollars.

In modern war, the average quantity of materiel and equipment required per soldier in combat is also increasing. According to figures published in the foreign press, the average daily requirement of materiel and equipment per soldier was 6 kilograms in 1914; 10 kilograms in 1918; 12.5 kilograms in 1939; 20 kilograms in 1944; 25 kilograms in 1949; and by 1960, in NATO forces, the average daily weight of supplies required per soldier had already reached 38 kilograms.
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Modern war consumes far greater amounts of weapons, equipment, and other war matériel. According to calculations, the mechanized capacity of the Soviet army’s ground forces today is ten times that of the late Second World War, and fuel consumption has likewise increased by nearly a factor of ten; in 1968 the total ammunition expended in a single salvo by all the guns of one Soviet motorized rifle division reached 53 tons, a 25-fold increase over the 2.04 tons of 1945. The Soviets estimate that a single front-level offensive operation requires the consumption of roughly 600,000 tons of various supplies, and a single field-army-level offensive operation requires roughly 100,000 tons of various supplies. In the Falklands War between Britain and Argentina, although actual combat lasted only 45 days, Argentina’s direct war costs exceeded 1 billion US dollars, with indirect losses of more than 2 billion US dollars; Britain’s expenditure was also around 1.2 billion US dollars or more. More than two thousand years ago, Sun Tzu said that raising an army of a hundred thousand required daily expenditures of a thousand pieces of gold — a sum that now looks utterly inadequate by comparison.

From the several aspects above, it can be seen that, as war develops, its dependence on economic strength grows ever greater. Therefore, to win victory in war, one must work hard to strengthen economic strength, making solid material preparations for war on the economic front. At present, the two superpowers, relying on their economic strength, continually intensify their preparations for war; their military expenditures rise year by year, and their stockpiles of guided-missile nuclear weapons keep growing. Soviet military circles have publicly stated: “The outcome of a rocket-nuclear war will, to a decisive degree, be determined by the outcome of the economic competition between the belligerent states. At the same time, the characteristics of rocket-nuclear war lead to an extremely important conclusion: the stockpiling of nuclear weapons and their delivery vehicles, especially of the various types of guided missiles and other modern weapons, is of exceptionally great strategic significance.”¹ Under these circumstances, we ought to accelerate the pace of our economic construction, and, on the basis of achieving the modernization of agriculture, industry, and science and technology, achieve the modernization of national defense.

To achieve the modernization of national defense, we must correctly understand and handle the relationship between economic construction and national defense construction. A nation’s manpower, material resources, and financial resources are always limited; in planning their use, if one strengthens economic construction, this will inevitably be unable to fully satisfy the needs of national defense construction; conversely, if one emphasizes the needs of national defense construction, this will weaken economic
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construction. This is the contradiction between economic construction and national defense construction. Yet the two are also a unity: the better economic construction is done, the more solid the foundation for national defense construction becomes; if economic construction is weakened, the material foundation of national defense construction will necessarily be weakened, fundamentally weakening national defense construction itself. And the better national defense construction is done, the more the peaceful environment needed for economic construction is guaranteed, and the development of the military industry can also stimulate the development of other economic sectors. If the necessary national defense construction is neglected, this will affect national security, and may even cause the nation’s economic construction to suffer damage difficult to imagine. In sum, economic construction and national defense construction are closely linked, mutually promoting one another, at once contradictory and unified. To see only the contradiction and not the unity, or only the unity and not the contradiction, is one-sided in either case, and in neither case can one properly handle the relationship between economic construction and national defense construction.

In order correctly to handle the relationship between economic construction and national defense construction, one must first dialectically unify the needs of national defense construction with what economic strength makes possible, speaking only of need without regard to possibility, or only of possibility without regard to need — for “need” alone is mere wishful fantasy in the abstract, impossible to realize; and to attend only to what is possible while disregarding need is likewise to treat as impossible things that could, through effort, actually be achieved, and so fails to guarantee even the basic needs of national defense construction. Both errors are subjectivism divorced from reality. Second, one must dialectically unify peacetime and wartime. A nation’s strength for national defense is a composite force made up of political, economic, military, and other kinds of strength; military strength is the core of this composite force, while economic strength is its foundation. In peacetime, economic construction should be the focus, with national defense construction subordinated to economic construction while still giving due, appropriate consideration to national defense construction, maintaining an appropriate proportion of expenditure to guarantee the basic needs of national defense construction. In wartime, the focus should shift to supporting the war effort, and economic construction, in terms of manpower, material resources, and financial resources, should serve the victory of the war to the greatest extent possible.

In sum, the existence and development of war cannot be separated from the material foundation that is economic strength — this must be firmly kept in mind. But the victory or defeat of a war is not entirely determined by economic strength. Economic strength is only one important factor determining victory or defeat in war, not the sole factor. These two aspects should be distinguished and not confused. On the one hand we must see that the role of economic strength in war is growing ever stronger — as Engels said: “It is always through this military and naval ‘direct force’ that economic

conditions and resources exert their ‘indirect’ but, in the last resort, decisive effect…. Anyone who wanted to reform the army… from the opposite standpoint would achieve nothing but a beating.”¹ — and on the other hand we must also avoid falling into the pitfall of “economic determinism.”

The reciprocal effect of war on economics

The decisive effect of economics on war is the principal aspect of the relationship between war and economics; but there is also another aspect, namely that war likewise has a certain reciprocal effect on economics. This reciprocal effect is mainly expressed in the following ways:

First, the destructive effect of war on the economy. War is unlike social material production activity: not only can it not directly create material wealth, but it consumes material wealth on an enormous scale and destroys the productive forces of society. The productive forces are made up mainly of two elements — the laborer and the means of production. Man, as laborer, is the subject of social production and the primary productive force; only by putting laborers into the process of social material production can the development of the productive forces be promoted. War, on the one hand, prevents a great deal of manpower from being invested in production, and on the other hand causes the deaths and injuries of millions upon millions of people, subjecting people’s fruits of labor and means of production to enormous destruction. The Guanzi once said: “A single campaign of a hundred days exhausts the accumulated stores of ten years; the expense of a single battle depletes the achievements accumulated over generations.”² That is to say, a single year of war can exhaust the accumulation of many years; the cost of a single war can deplete the reserves accumulated over many years. Because war subjects the productive forces of society to severe destruction, it often causes society’s economy to stagnate or even regress, bringing about hardship in people’s material life that is difficult to imagine. In modern war, should hegemonists make use of nuclear weapons with enormous destructive power, this would not only bring about even greater destruction to the economy of society, but would also cause enormous damage to the progress of society and the civilization of the entire world. This is precisely the reason why the peace-loving, progressive forces of every country in the world are waging a resolute struggle to prevent the hegemonists from launching nuclear war.
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Second, the stimulating effect of war on the economy. Marx once said: “Force is the midwife of every old society pregnant with a new one. It is itself an economic power.”¹ That is to say, war, as the highest form of class struggle, exerts an enormous stimulating effect on the development of the economy of society. This stimulating effect occurs under certain conditions: namely, when the old relations of production severely hinder the development of the productive forces, the politics representing the old relations of production will necessarily use violence to defend its moribund mode of production, while the politics representing the new relations of production can only use violence to counter violence — only in this way can the disintegration of the old relations of production be hastened, new relations of production established, and thereby the productive forces of society liberated and pushed forward in their development. This stimulating effect can only be possessed by a just war that promotes the progress of society.

The stimulating effect that war has on economic development is also expressed in another form: war can act as a kind of “stimulant” for the capitalist economies of certain countries, giving rise to a distorted development of the capitalist economy. As science and technology develop daily and the pace of updating weapons and equipment quickens, some developed capitalist countries have gradually pushed their economies onto the road of militarization. According to Soviet materials: “In the United States, about 30 percent of the labor force in the whole of industry, transportation, construction, and public utilities is engaged in military-industrial production…. Certain industrial sectors are entirely or largely engaged in producing military goods, among which the nuclear industry is 100 percent so engaged, the aviation industry 95 percent, the shipbuilding industry 60 percent, and the radio-electronics industry 50 percent.”² It is precisely by producing enormous quantities of weapons and seeking exorbitant profits from them that certain capitalist countries manage to sustain their economies in a state of “prosperity.” But relying on war and the production of military goods to stimulate the development of the capitalist economy not only fails to eliminate the decadence inherent in the capitalist economy, but on the contrary aggravates the development of that decadence. This is because, as social economic
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development proceeds, the contradiction between the relations of production and the productive forces in capitalist society continually intensifies, and this will ultimately bring about the demise of capitalism — this is the inevitable law of social development.

Third, the relationship between these two effects. The practice of social development proves that once society developed to the point of having private ownership, antagonisms of class interest arose, and war based on the antagonism of economic interests followed. The state power representing the interests of the exploiting class, on the one hand, cruelly exploits and suppresses the exploited classes at home, and on the other hand invades other countries abroad and cruelly plunders the peoples of the colonies — this inevitably provokes the resistance of the people at home and the people of the invaded countries. War is therefore always provoked by the counter-revolutionary, exploiting classes. For the revolutionary classes and the peoples of the colonies, waging war is entirely something they are forced into: without doing so, they cannot survive. Of course, a just revolutionary war will also cost lives and will also cause a certain amount of destruction to the economy. But without the sacrifice of some, there could be no liberation of an entire class or an entire nation. Without this partial economic destruction, there could be no transition to a more advanced mode of social production, and no path opened for the development of the productive forces. The practice of revolutionary war tells us that without the sacrifice of a few, there could be no liberation of the many. Without the destruction of the old economy (mode of production), there could be no birth of a new economy (mode of production). Such is the dialectics of revolutionary war. This is also the reason we support and actively take part in just revolutionary wars.



3. The Relationship between War and Science and Technology

Clausewitz said: “Violence arms itself with the inventions of Art and Science in order to contend against violence.”¹ With the rapid development of modern science and technology, large amounts of advanced science and technology have been applied to the military domain; the role of science and technology — whether social science, natural science and technology, or military science and technology — in war has become extremely prominent, and has already brought about, and continues to bring about, transformations in every aspect of modern war. The relationship between war and science and technology has grown ever closer and more prominent.
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The transformation of science and technology into fighting capacity

That science and technology are a productive force is a basic tenet of Marxism. Marx clearly pointed out: “the productive forces also include science.”¹ It must be acknowledged that, within the military domain, science and technology can likewise be transformed into fighting capacity.

The materialization of science and technology into fighting capacity is achieved, first of all, through the channel of weapons and equipment. No weapon or piece of equipment exists in nature; all are products of human practical activity, material forces materialized out of science and technology. Although the development of weapons and equipment is determined by the productive forces of society, science and technology exert a direct effect on the development of weapons and equipment. Weapons and equipment develop as the level of science and technology continually advances. In the history of war, weapons and equipment have gone through a developmental process from simple to increasingly complex. If, in the age of cold weapons, when stone and iron implements were used, science and technology were comparatively simple, so that people, relying on direct practical experience, were able to invent or improve weapons and equipment — then, once modern weapons appeared, if people failed to earnestly study and research modern science and technology, it would be difficult not only to invent and create new weapons and equipment and improve existing weapons and equipment, but even to copy advanced weapons and equipment. It can be seen that, apart from science and technology, an army’s fighting capacity cannot possibly be strengthened.

It should be pointed out that, as science and technology develop with each passing day, the cycle in the military domain from theoretical breakthrough in science and technology to its materialization as weapons and equipment has grown ever shorter, the pace at which old weapons and equipment are updated has grown ever faster, accelerating the process by which the fighting capacity of the armed forces is raised and strengthened. For example, from the appearance of firearms to the production of rifled guns took more than 400 years. From the machine gun to the production of tanks and aircraft took less than 20 years. And today the developmental cycle of new weapons and equipment shows a tendency to shorten still further. According to relevant materials, tanks abroad are renewed by a new generation roughly every five years, and it often happens that many weapons and equipment become obsolete even before they enter mass production. All of this has been made possible precisely because science
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and technology have continually supplied new achievements to war, especially since every country in the world gives priority to applying the achievements of science and technology to the military domain, causing weapons and equipment considered the most sophisticated not long ago to lose their value very quickly.

The materialization of science and technology into fighting capacity does not occur only through the material element within fighting capacity — that is, weapons and equipment; it is also realized through the people who take part in war. Within the structure of fighting capacity, man is the element that plays the leading role. The level of the army personnel’s scientific and technical knowledge bears directly on the strength or weakness of fighting capacity. There are two channels through which the human element of science and technology is materialized into fighting capacity: one is that people, through study and training, are able to convert science and technology into the ability of personnel to master and operate modern weapons and equipment. In the period when weapons and equipment were comparatively simple, people could rely on direct experience to quickly master the methods of operating weapons and equipment. In the modern period, when weapons and equipment have become extremely complex, it is very difficult to master and operate modern weapons and equipment on the strength of direct experience gained in the practice of war alone. People can only, by studying the scientific principles involved, come to understand the performance, characteristics, structure, and operating procedures of modern weapons and equipment, and only through repeated practical drilling can they skillfully master the technique of using such weapons and equipment, so that fighting capacity can be given full play. Apart from this, human beings would be unable to handle modern weapons and equipment, new weapons and equipment could not be promptly, widely, and effectively applied, and fighting capacity could not be strengthened. Second, science and technology, like military theory and practical experience, can likewise be converted into the organizational and command ability of combat commanders regarding war. Given the same weapons and equipment and the same numbers of troops, the differing military accomplishment and organizational and command ability of the combat commanders can produce differing fighting capacities. Through study, once combat commanders have mastered the relevant military theory and scientific and technical knowledge, and applied this knowledge to the practice of war, they are able rationally to organize and use manpower and matériel, bringing the two elements of fighting capacity into optimal combination, thereby greatly strengthening fighting capacity.

The law by which science and technology are materialized into fighting capacity through these two elements of fighting capacity shows that only by raising scientific and technical levels while simultaneously raising political and ideological consciousness, by constantly creating new weapons and equipment and improving existing weapons and equipment, and by vigorously cultivating

military personnel possessing modern science, technology, and knowledge, can the armed forces possess strong fighting capacity.

The development of science and technology is an important factor bringing about changes in methods of combat

Within the military domain, changes in methods of combat are determined by many factors. The development of science and technology is an extremely important factor bringing about changes in methods of combat. Engels pointed out: “As soon as advances in the technique of war can be utilised for military purposes and have already begun to be so utilised, they almost forcibly, and often against the will of the military command, bring about changes and even revolutions in the mode of warfare.”¹

The development of science and technology brings about changes in methods of combat through the improvement of weapons and equipment and the emergence of new weapons. Their relationship is as follows: the development of science and technology brings about the improvement of weapons and equipment and the emergence of new weapons and equipment; the development of weapons and equipment brings about changes in methods of combat.

That the improvement of weapons and equipment and the emergence of new weapons and equipment bring about changes in methods of combat is an objective law in the development of methods of combat. Engels once used the example of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 to explain this principle. At the Battle of Saint-Privat, where both sides of the fighting were equipped with the new weapon of the breech-loading rifle, the Prussian commanders nevertheless clung to old tradition, subjectively employing close-order company-column formations for combat; the result was that, in less than two hours, they lost more than 5,000 soldiers and 200 officers, equal to more than one-third of the Prussian troops engaged. At this point the soldiers, disregarding their officers’ orders, spontaneously dispersed into a skirmish-line formation to fight, and won the battle by this means. Engels therefore said: “What proved decisive here was not the intuitive genius of a talented commander, but the invention of a better weapon and the change in the make-up of the rank and file; as for the influence of a talented commander, it is at most limited to adapting the mode of fighting to the new weapons and new fighting men.”²

Because of the development of modern science and technology, the updating of old weapons and equipment has accelerated, and
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the process of change in methods of combat has correspondingly shortened. In antiquity and the Middle Ages, because weapons and equipment developed relatively slowly, methods of combat also changed very slowly. In modern times, alongside the emergence of new weapons and equipment, the methods of combat that appeared in the Napoleonic period at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century persisted all the way until the mid-nineteenth century, before giving way to new methods of combat. In the present age, science and technology have advanced by leaps and bounds, and new weapons continually appear, in particular the emergence of guided-missile nuclear weapons, making changes in methods of combat more rapid, more complex, and more diversified. Looking at the development of conventional weapons alone, the range of various types of firearms has generally increased; precision-guided munitions and large-area-effect weapons have both developed, and fire-control equipment has markedly improved. The Soviet T-62 tank of the 1960s had a direct-fire range of 1.7 kilometers, while the T-72 tank of the 1970s had a range of 2 to 2.4 kilometers. The maximum range of the American M109 155mm self-propelled howitzer increased from 14.6 kilometers to 18 kilometers. A single American 250-kilogram-class bomb can carry 247 bomblets, and a single 203mm artillery shell can carry 198 bomblets. In addition, the rapid development of electronics and aerospace technology has caused a great many brand-new weapons and equipment to appear on the modern battlefield, so that modern war possesses very evidently a “three-dimensional” quality — that is, combat action is carried out in great depth, across the entire breadth of the front, and in the air — and speed has also increased greatly. For example, the mobility speed on the battlefield of infantry carried by helicopter is 20 times that of foot infantry and 8 times that of mechanized infantry. During the Second World War, building a pontoon bridge across a river 100 meters wide required several hours; now it takes only a few minutes. At that time, the Soviet army needed 8 to 10 rounds of aimed fire, requiring 2 to 3 minutes, to destroy a single tank on average; modern anti-tank guided missiles need only 0.5 to 1 minute and 1 to 2 rounds to destroy a tank. This series of developments has inevitably brought about changes in methods of combat. This shows that it is not only the development of one’s own weapons and equipment that brings about changes in one’s own methods of combat; the development of the enemy’s weapons and equipment likewise brings about corresponding changes in one’s own methods of combat.

To acknowledge the objective law that the development of weapons and equipment brings about changes in methods of combat does not mean passively waiting for methods of combat to develop of their own accord. As an intelligent combat commander, one must consciously act in accordance with this objective law governing the transformation of methods of combat,

foreseeing the emergence of new methods of combat and applying them promptly and correctly. In the history of war, when a new type of weapon or piece of equipment appears, while the new method of combat is still in embryo, people are often unable quickly to recognize it, and this brings about the tragedy of stubbornly clinging to old methods of combat, resulting in repeated failures — such cases are not rare. On the eve of the Second World War, France already possessed a certain quantity of tanks. But because, in the First World War, the positional defensive warfare determined by the machine gun as the infantry’s weapon had become deeply rooted in the minds of the old French generals, they formed a stubborn view of defensive warfare relying on fortified positions, staking the security of the whole of France on the “Maginot Line,” and shut their eyes to the change in methods of combat brought about by the large-scale concentrated use of tanks. Right up to the year before the Second World War, Marshal Pétain still said: “Tanks and aircraft cannot fundamentally change the nature of war; France’s security rests on a continuous line of fortifications.”¹ General Weygand, who became France’s highest army commander after Pétain, likewise said, before his retirement in January 1935, that “the mechanization of the army should be approached with caution,” and warned the war council, “let us not forget that the horse will always be useful at all times.”² In 1930, the highest command of the French army stipulated in its Tank Command Regulations: “The tank is to be used to accompany the infantry; in battle the tank is an inseparable part of the infantry.” The German general staff, by contrast, around 1936, having accepted the theories of Britain’s Fuller and France’s Charles de Gaulle, organized tank divisions that fully adopted new tactics, and these played a decisive role in the war to overrun France by blitzkrieg. The French tanks, however, played almost no role at all — the “Maginot Line” collapsed without a fight. This historical lesson of the French army ought to be taken as a warning.

Of course, it should also be recognized that the development of science and technology bringing about the development of weapons and equipment is itself a process. This means that the change in methods of combat likewise requires a process.
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Under ordinary circumstances, new weapons and equipment, in order to bring about a major change in methods of combat, must meet the following conditions: first, there must be new weapons and equipment of complete performance and adequate quantity, forming a complete system, and equipping the armed forces in large numbers. Weapons such as new-type tanks, helicopters, anti-tank missiles, anti-aircraft missiles, and rocket nuclear weapons all possess brand-new fighting capabilities, and, once already equipped in large numbers to the troops, have brought about, or are in the process of bringing about, changes in the organizational structure of units; their influence on methods of combat deserves special attention. Second, there must be a very high level of training. Any weapon is operated by human beings; only when the level of training of the troops is high can they skillfully master the performance of new weapons, giving full play to their fighting capacity and creating more, and more effective, methods of combat. Third, there must be a very high level of military science. The performance of new weapons and old methods of combat will often prove ill-suited to one another. For this reason, methods of combat often lag behind the development of new weapons. To resolve the contradiction between the development of new weapons and methods of combat, so that methods of combat can, as far as possible, adapt themselves to the development of new weapons, it is necessary to raise the level of military science. The historical facts of war show that, from the emergence of a new weapon to the formation of a new method of combat, a long road sometimes has to be traveled; the change in methods of combat does not happen all at once. The tank appeared in 1916, but it was twenty years before the tank came to be used for blitzkrieg warfare. The helicopter appeared in 1937, but it was only in the Vietnam War, thirty years later, that people truly came to recognize the value of the helicopter. In that war, the American army created and widely applied the method of combat of airmobile operations by helicopter. However, it is entirely possible to shorten the time needed for the process from the emergence of a new weapon to the formation of a new method of combat. In the present age, the armed forces of every country are doing work in this direction — for instance, exploring how to use a new weapon at the very same time as it is being designed and developed, and, once a new weapon has been produced as a prototype, intensifying combat exercises and research in military science, and so on. It may be confidently expected that the time needed, from the appearance of a new weapon to the formation of a new method of combat, will grow ever shorter — this is the inevitable trend of the contradictory motion and development between weapons and methods of combat.

War’s influence on the development of science and technology

War is a matter bearing on the life and death of a nation. This special status determines that, throughout the domain of social life, war has always been one of the fields that makes the most use, and the swiftest use, of the newest achievements of science and technology. In a certain sense, the level of a nation’s military science and technology is, in essence, an important gauge of the level of development of that nation’s science and technology as a whole.

That war is able to exert an influence on science and technology is likewise realized through the intermediate link of weapons and equipment. That is to say, as war continually develops, methods of combat will also continually put forward demands for improved weapons and equipment and the creation of new weapons and equipment, and this will necessarily stimulate the development of science and technology. For example, during the Second World War, long-range air forces initially used flares to mark air routes and illuminate targets for night bombing, but this method simultaneously gave enemy anti-aircraft gunners the conditions and opportunity to strike back. In order to overcome this contradiction, new requirements were then put forward for weapons and equipment, and this in turn promoted the development of navigation and bombing technology and equipment, especially of radar bombsights. It can be seen that once a new offensive weapon appears, methods of combat change accordingly, and this necessarily stimulates research into defensive weapons; once new defensive weapons appear, the resulting change in methods of combat will, in turn, necessarily stimulate research into still newer offensive weapons. Through this kind of repeated cycle, the demand that war places on weapons and equipment stimulates the forward development of science and technology. The history of science and technology shows that it is precisely under the stimulus of war activity that certain individual fields of science and technology have been able to obtain value and development. Research into ballistics, probability theory, radar, and certain automated systems, as well as the existence and development of modern production sectors such as aircraft manufacturing, aerodynamics, and rocket manufacturing, are all examples of this.

To acknowledge that war has a stimulating effect on the development of science and technology is by no means to say that war is the fundamental motive force of the development of science and technology. The development of science and technology is, in the end, determined by the productive forces of society; conversely, science and technology in turn exert a significant promoting effect on the development of the productive forces of society. It should be pointed out that war also acts to hinder the progress and development of much science and technology, or to slow the pace of its development, reducing its overall effectiveness. This is another expression of war’s destructive effect on the productive forces of society. This is especially so in imperialist, hegemonic countries, where science and technology have gone entirely down the road of militarization, and science and technology have become a commodity by which capitalists extract excess profit, so that science and technology cannot achieve all-round development. For example, of the funds the United States spends on military affairs and space, and on the

portion spent on atomic matters, together account for more than 80 percent of federal appropriations, and more than 60 percent of the total expenditure on scientific research and development as a whole. In the United States, for every hundred dollars of military procurement expenditure, 54 dollars go to scientific research, while in other production sectors, for every hundred dollars invested, only 7.5 dollars go to scientific research. It can be seen that war, or military affairs, cannot fully promote the normal, all-round development of science and technology; it can only, in a one-sided way, stimulate the development of certain fields of science and technology, thereby pushing science and technology down a road of distorted development, and, viewed as a whole, affecting the direction and pace of the all-round development of science and technology.

The foregoing has examined the nature of war from the standpoint of society’s overall connections — that is, from the various internal connections between war and such social factors as politics, economics, and science and technology. What we can see is this: “war is the continuation of politics by a special kind of means”; economics is the foundation of politics; and economic strength and science and technology are the material foundation of this “special means.” This is the nature of war as reflected in society’s overall connections.




III. The Nature of War Seen from War’s Own Purpose

The specificity of war lies precisely in this: it is a continuation of politics by means of violence. The politics of different classes, nations, states, and political groups, in pursuit of their own economic interests and political objectives, form a sharp, violent confrontation in war. The very nature of this “confrontation” requires that one side devour the other; it determines that the purpose of both hostile sides in war is to preserve themselves and destroy the enemy. This purpose of war is the nature of war. Mao Zedong once said: “Here we are not speaking of the political purpose of war…. Here we are speaking of what, ultimately, is the fundamental purpose of war as a form of politics conducted through bloodshed among human beings — the clash of two armies. The purpose of war is nothing other than ‘to preserve oneself and destroy the enemy’ (to destroy the enemy means to disarm the enemy, or, as it is also put, ‘to deprive the enemy of the power to resist,’ and does not mean to destroy every member of his forces physically)… this purpose of war is the essence of war.”¹

That “preserving oneself and destroying the enemy” constitutes the nature of war is determined by the specific character of the internal
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contradiction of war. War is not composed of a single contradiction, but is a totality made up of multiple contradictions. Within this totality, not only does a manifold set of relations or connections exist among each pair of contradictions (for example, between enemy and self, offense and defense, advance and retreat, victory and defeat, and so on), but each aspect of a contradiction (for instance, within the contradiction between enemy and self, the enemy’s side and our own side) in turn contains many concrete contradictions of its own; the entire process of war is thus a multi-faceted, multi-layered system of contradictions. And the contradiction between enemy and self is the single pair of contradictions most concentrated within the process of war. The unity of opposites between the two sides, enemy and self, is the starting point of armed struggle. Throughout the process of war, the two sides of this enemy-self contradiction come to represent the contradiction between the two opposing military forces of the war; as the balance of forces changes, this contradiction governs or influences all the other contradictions, and also governs the nature of the process of war itself. At the same time, the enemy-self contradiction in war possesses an antagonistic character, and moreover has developed to an extremely intensified degree, thereby taking on the sharpest form of struggle among all forms of confrontational struggle — armed violence. This is the fundamental point that distinguishes war from other forms of struggle. It is precisely this point that determines that the various mutually opposed basic factors on the two sides, deployed in the actions of war, must necessarily struggle with each other in order to preserve themselves and destroy the enemy. Every action and every guiding principle of war in the course of the war — whether tactical, operational, campaign-level, or strategic — unfolds around the goal of preserving oneself and destroying the enemy; this goal extends throughout the whole of war and runs through it from beginning to end, becoming the universal basis of every action of war and of every principle of directing combat. War is therefore a special form of social activity in which opposing armed forces each employ strategy and tactics favorable to themselves and unfavorable to the enemy, whether in attack or in defense.

Preserving oneself and destroying the enemy form a single pair of contradictions. The status and role of the two aspects of this contradiction are not evenly balanced. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Destroying the enemy is primary, self-preservation secondary, for it is only by destroying the enemy in large numbers that one can effectively preserve oneself.”¹
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In war, the two sides of the enemy-self contradiction stand in a state of extremely intense confrontation. From the standpoint of the existence of the enemy-self contradiction, the two sides of that contradiction are mutually dependent, neither able to exist without the other, coexisting within a single unity. But from the standpoint of the resolution of the enemy-self contradiction — that is, the outcome of the confrontation — one side of the enemy-self contradiction must necessarily destroy the other, that is, destroy the opposing side, so that the unity within which both sides coexisted is broken. Only by destroying the other side can one’s own side be preserved; otherwise, one will be destroyed by the other side. Therefore, any war invariably comes to an end through the resolution of the enemy-self contradiction, that is, through disarming the enemy and depriving him of his capacity to resist. This is what determines that destroying the enemy is primary.

Self-preservation is not passive; its purpose lies precisely in destroying the enemy. Apart from the purpose of destroying the enemy, self-preservation alone can only be passive. If one preserves oneself merely for its own sake, the result will necessarily be an inability even to preserve oneself, and this will hold no positive significance whatsoever for the development of the war. Therefore, self-preservation is subordinate to the destruction of the enemy. Only when self-preservation is built upon the foundation of destroying the enemy can self-preservation produce a positive effect. It is precisely in this sense that self-preservation is said to be secondary. Clausewitz regarded “preserving one’s own army” as a “negative aim,” as against “destroying the enemy’s forces,” which he regarded as the “positive aim.” He pointed out: “If we assume that behind this negative object lies concealed only the desire to seek a bloodless outcome, then it is fundamentally and grossly mistaken to suppose that the destruction of the enemy’s forces is not necessarily to be taken as the aim.”¹

Although destroying the enemy and preserving oneself are ranked as primary and secondary, they are mutually connected, inseparable aspects of a single contradiction. From a metaphysical standpoint, to preserve oneself is to be unable to destroy the enemy, and to destroy the enemy is to be unable to preserve oneself; this view, which separates the two, isolates them, and sets them in absolute opposition to one another, fundamentally fails to accord with the essential requirements of war itself. From the standpoint of dialectics, the two are at once contradictory and unified; preserving oneself and destroying the enemy are the two indispensable aspects for attaining the goal of war, and they complement each other. This is because the purpose of preserving oneself lies in destroying the enemy, while destroying the enemy is, in turn, the most effective means
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of preserving oneself. Without preserving oneself, it is impossible to destroy the enemy; only by destroying the enemy can one achieve self-preservation. Preserving oneself and destroying the enemy are a dialectical unity; to mechanically separate the two, one-sidedly emphasizing one aspect while denying the other, is in either case mistaken.

That destroying the enemy is primary and preserving oneself secondary is said with reference to the totality and the entire process of war. In the concrete actions of war, and especially in the local processes of a war, the status of the two is not absolute and unchanging but relative and mutable. In circumstances where one’s own strength is comparatively weak and the enemy’s strength is temporarily superior, in order to achieve the goal of destroying the enemy more advantageously, one must first accumulate one’s own strength, actively create conditions, and wait until conditions are ripe before advancing again; or, owing to changes in the situation of a campaign or battle, if to continue fighting on offers no possibility of destroying the enemy, and one’s own forces even risk being destroyed by the enemy, one must shift position, preserve one’s forces, and wait for the opportunity to defeat the enemy — at such times, preserving oneself becomes the primary matter. But this kind of self-preservation is only a means; its focal point and fundamental purpose remain, in the end, to gain a better grasp for destroying the enemy. Yet when our own strength has already grown strong, and the balance of forces between the enemy and ourselves is comparatively unfavorable to the enemy, or when, even though our strength is weak in the overall situation, we nonetheless have the assurance of destroying a portion of the enemy in some local area, then destroying the enemy ought to be the primary matter. Therefore, in the concrete actions of war, the transformation in the status of preserving oneself and destroying the enemy is conditioned mainly by changes in the relative strength of the two sides and by the concrete circumstances of the war.

Since preserving oneself and destroying the enemy are the purpose of war — that is, they are the nature of war — how, then, are we to explain the advocacy of courageous self-sacrifice in war? War is a bloody struggle in which you die or I live; sacrifice is unavoidable, and without a spirit of courageous self-sacrifice it is impossible fully to bring into play the effectiveness of technique and tactics, and impossible to win victory in war. What, then, is the relationship between advocating courageous self-sacrifice and “preserving oneself”? It cannot be denied that sacrifice and self-preservation are, first of all, in an opposed relationship, because the sacrifice (the non-preservation) of either side represents a diminution of that side’s strength. But between them there also exists a complementary relationship. This is because the purpose of self-preservation lies in destroying the enemy, and in order to destroy the enemy, one must advocate courageous self-sacrifice. Self-preservation and the advocacy of courageous self-sacrifice are thus unified on the basis of this goal of destroying the enemy.

Not only that: courageous self-sacrifice is also something required for the sake of self-preservation itself. This is because only by destroying the enemy can self-preservation be achieved; a partial, temporary non-preservation (sacrifice) is required for the sake of the complete and lasting preservation of the whole. Therefore, Mao Zedong said that self-preservation and the advocacy of a courageous fighting spirit “are not at all contradictory; rather, to put it correctly, they are opposite sides of the same thing that complement each other.”¹ Of course, to advocate courageous self-sacrifice is by no means to advocate senseless sacrifice, or to hold that the more sacrifice the better. If that were so, there could be no talk of self-preservation at all. Rather, one should strive to minimize sacrifice and destroy as much of the enemy as possible, exchanging the smallest possible sacrifice for the greatest possible victory, so as thereby to achieve better self-preservation.

Preserving oneself and destroying the enemy is the purpose of war. Yet relative to politics and economics, it is, in turn, a special means for achieving political objectives and economic interests. Therefore, preserving oneself and destroying the enemy is both purpose and means — the two are unified, mutually conditioning one another. The practice of war shows that the enemy-self contradiction in war is neither a contradiction peculiar to war alone, nor one that arises only after the outbreak of war, but is one formed within the political struggle that precedes the war. The enemy-self contradiction in war is nothing but a continuation of the enemy-self contradiction formed in the political struggle before the war — or, put another way, it is the special expression, within war, of the enemy-self contradiction present in the political struggle before the war. And the enemy-self contradiction present in the political struggle before the war has its own root, in turn, in the internal contradictions of society’s mode of production, and in the antagonism of economic interest between different classes that this mode of production gives rise to. The politics that represent the economic interests of different classes, by adopting war — this highest form of struggle — thereby form the enemy-self contradiction within war and the war’s purpose of preserving oneself and destroying the enemy, in order to carry through the economic interests and political objectives of their own class. This is the nature of war as seen from war’s own purpose.

To sum up the above: we have examined war from three aspects — the historical development of war, society’s overall connections, and war’s own purpose, that is, from war’s longitudinal development, its lateral connections, and its own purpose. This proves that the nature of war is precisely what Lenin said:

“War is the continuation of politics by another kind of means (that is, by violence).” Or, as Mao Zedong
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said: “War — since the emergence of private property and of classes — has been the highest form of struggle for resolving contradictions between class and class, nation and nation, state and state, or political group and political group, at a given stage of their development.” The content of these two statements is entirely consistent. Only by firmly grasping this fundamental viewpoint and fundamental method in studying war can our study be scientific and reliable.







Chapter Two: The Laws of War and the Laws of War Guidance

War is a special form of social activity within a given historical period of human society; like the motion and development of all other things, it has its own inherent internal laws. Mao Zedong pointed out: “The laws of war — this is a question that anyone directing a war cannot avoid studying and cannot avoid resolving.”¹ It can be seen that studying the laws of war is extremely important for war guidance.


I. The Laws of War

To study war is to study the laws of war. This is the scientific method, required by dialectical materialism, of grasping the essence of a thing.


1. The Laws of War Are Objective

War is a “monster” of mutual slaughter among human beings. Does this “monster” itself have laws? Idealists in the military sphere have often refused to admit that war has its own inherent objective laws. They regard war as an entire realm filled with “chance,” “custom,” and “prejudice.” The eighteenth-century French Marshal de Saxe once said, in his Reveries on the Art of War: “War is a science covered with shadows, in whose obscurity one cannot move with an assured step. Custom and prejudice, confirmed by ignorance, are its sole foundation.”² “Every science has principles; war alone has none.”³ But war is not some ungraspable, mysterious thing; it remains a necessary process of motion in the development of the contradictions of human society. Engels pointed out that, in the objective material world, no process of motion is disorderly and chaotic, but rather all such processes are “governed by inherent general laws.”⁴ However “monstrous” war may be — that is, however complex and highly particular it may be — since it exists in human society as a necessary process of material motion, it is naturally governed by its own inherent general laws. On this point, the great military theorist of ancient China, Sun Tzu, already had a naive understanding, putting forward the category of “the Tao of War.”⁵ What Sun Tzu called “the Tao of War” refers precisely to the regularity inherent in war. In modern times, the French Marshal Foch likewise acknowledged that war has its laws. He said: “The art of war, like every other art, has its laws; without them it would not be an art at all.”⁶ Therefore, to study and guide war in a scientific spirit, one must faithfully reflect the extremely complex contradictory relations internal to war itself, as well as the internal connections among these contradictions. Otherwise, it will be impossible correctly to reveal the laws of war, and therefore impossible correctly to guide war.

What, then, are the laws of war? Lenin said: “Law is relation.”⁷ “Law is the reflection of the essential in the movement of the universe.”⁸ Mao Zedong said: “The internal relation of any objective thing… is its regularity.”⁹ The laws of war are the essential connections among the various internal factors of war — that is, the internal connections among the political, military, economic, natural, and other factors that stand in contradiction to one another on the two sides of a war. To put it in general terms, the laws of war are the internal, stable, necessary connections among the factors that constitute war. They govern the direction and the inevitable tendency of war’s development. What we described above — “war is a continuation of politics,”



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 154. ② Cited in [Switzerland] Antoine-Henri de Jomini (transliterated), The Art of War, Taiwan Military Translation Society, 1958 ed., p. 1. ③ Same as above. ④ Selected Works of Marx and Engels, People’s Publishing House, 1972 ed., Vol. 4, p. 243. ⑤ Sun Tzu, “Terrain.” ⑥ Cited in the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force Staff College Refresher Course Association’s Introduction to the Theory of Combat Operations (Chinese translation), p. 1. ⑦ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 38, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 161. ⑧ Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 38, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 160. ⑨ Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 759.

economic strength is the material foundation of war, science and technology are fighting capacity, the purpose of war is to destroy the enemy and preserve oneself, and so on — are precisely the most general, most universal laws of war. Of course, the laws of war are far more numerous than these; the above are given only as examples.

The laws of war are relations among the various factors of war, but not just any relation among the factors of war carries the significance of a law of war. Only a relation of essence among the factors of war qualifies — that is, on the one hand, it is something identical and necessary that recurs amid the differences among the various phenomena of war; and on the other hand, it is something general within the process of the motion of war, a general element that links every individual stage, every individual aspect, and every individual factor within the phenomena of war into one unified process of development. Therefore, the laws of war are relations that are identical, stable, recurrent, and necessary among the mass of individual phenomena within war; only such relations are relations of essence, possessing the properties of objectivity, generality, repeatability, necessity, and universality. Only a relation possessing these properties can be established as a law of war.

Idealists in the military sphere oppose the objectivity of the laws of war. Subjective idealists hold that the laws of war are a product of the human mind; objective idealists hold that the laws of war come from a mysterious force transcending nature. These views, divorced from the reality of war, are absurd in theory and harmful in practice. If one attaches the label of “law” to subjective, arbitrary, random talk and random action, this in effect negates the very concept of “law” itself. The practice of war proves that the laws of war are closely bound up with the objective process of the motion of war. The laws of war are the laws that govern the motion of the process of war; the process of war is a process of motion that has laws. Without the laws of war there could be no process of the motion of war, and without a process of the motion of war there could be no laws of war — neither can exist without the other. Therefore, the laws of war cannot exist independently, detached from the objective process of the motion of war; they can exist only within the objective process of the motion of war. To explore the laws of war is by no means something that can be accomplished by those who shut their doors and build carts to fit imaginary roads, or who discuss military matters only on paper. Only by earnestly studying, in practice, the process of the development of the motion of war can one discover and reveal it. If one seeks after some “law of war” while detached from the objective process of the motion of war, then the “laws of war” one arrives at become empty, vague, mystical things, and such “laws of

war” exist only in the minds of idealists — they do not exist in objective reality.

The laws of war possess objectivity. They do not shift according to the subjective will of the war’s director; they are things independent of human consciousness. Whether or not the director of a war recognizes them, whether or not he acknowledges them, they exist all the same. In the complex practice of war, the director of a war can discover and apply the laws of war, but he can by no means fundamentally change or abolish them, nor can he create them. As Stalin pointed out: “Marxism regards the laws of science — whether they are laws of natural science or laws of political economy — as the reflection of objective processes which take place independently of the will of man…. Men can discover these laws, know them, study them, reckon with them in their activities and utilise them in the interests of society, but they cannot change or abolish them. Still less can they form or create new laws of science.”¹

Like all social laws, the laws of war differ in certain respects from the laws of nature. In the natural world, it is a blind natural force that operates; natural laws operate spontaneously in the process of nature’s development. This is the nature of natural laws. Once human beings, having come to understand a natural law, are able to make use of that natural law — using the aspects of it favorable to human beings, restricting the aspects unfavorable to them, promoting benefit and eliminating harm for humanity — this is nevertheless only humanity’s application of natural laws, and is not itself a property of natural law. War-related activity is different: it is an armed confrontation between human beings and human beings, and human beings are conscious beings. War is the unity of opposites of the contradiction between the two hostile sides; the process of war is the clash and struggle of two opposed wills as embodied in material force. Thought is the guide to action. Every action within war is action taken, under the guidance of human consciousness, for the sake of a given purpose. Our own actions are taken in response to the actions of the enemy, and the enemy’s actions are likewise taken in response to our own actions. That is to say, neither we ourselves nor the enemy can subdue the other with an effective action unless we correctly reflect both the objective, actual circumstances of the other side’s action and the objective, actual circumstances of our own — and this does not shift according to human will. There is a still more important point:
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every action taken by both hostile sides in war cannot be separated from the social-historical conditions and natural conditions in which they find themselves. To put it concretely: politically, the two hostile sides belong to different classes, nations, states, and political groups, and their class character and the political objective of the war determine the character of the war, the character of the armed forces, the attitude of the popular masses toward the war, and the morale of the armed forces. Economically, differing levels of economic development determine differing levels of weapons and equipment, while the composition of the soldiery and the level of weapons and equipment determine the organizational structure of the armed forces and their methods of combat. Under differing natural conditions, the methods of combat operations also differ. All of these things do not shift according to human will, but rather have their own inherent objective laws. Therefore, although war is a conscious practical activity of human beings, the laws of war nevertheless remain objective.



2. The Laws of War Are Something That Develops

Surveying the entire history of human warfare, the laws of war have always developed together with the development of war; there is no such thing as a law of war that remains fixed and unchanging forever. In the course of leading China’s revolutionary war, Mao Zedong attached extremely great importance to the development of the laws of war. In his work Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War, he used, as the title of the first section of the first chapter, the phrase “The Laws of War Are Something That Develops,” thereby clearly bringing out the importance of this question.

The reason the laws of war are something that develops is that war itself is something that develops. This particular form of material motion, war, always exists at different times and in different places, and thus has its own differing concrete conditions. The character of war, too, differs under different political objectives. As time, place, and character develop, war develops accordingly. And the laws of war likewise develop precisely along with the development of this objective process of motion that is war.

Speaking in terms of time, the wars of each different historical era are all things that develop, each with its own different characteristics; this determines that each has its own different laws of war. The laws of war of the feudal era, compared with the laws of war of the age of slavery, already show development. The laws of war of the capitalist era, compared with the laws of war of the feudal era, show yet further new development; and the laws of war under modern conditions, compared with the laws of

war of earlier eras, have produced a whole series of new changes and developments still more pronounced. Even the laws of war of different historical periods within one and the same era are not uniform, but each shows development. Even within the same historical period, the laws of war of each different war are not identical to one another. Even within one and the same war, the laws of war at each different stage of the war are not static and unchanging.

Speaking in terms of place, every country, every nation — and especially every large country and large nation — has its own particular characteristics, and therefore the wars each of them wages likewise each have their own particular regularity. For example, the armed struggle for the seizure of power led by the Russian Bolshevik Party took the road of urban armed uprising, while the armed struggle led by the Chinese Communist Party took the road of surrounding the cities from the countryside and finally seizing the cities; the two have their own different laws of war.

Speaking in terms of the character of war, just wars and unjust wars likewise have essential differences in their laws of war. Because revolutionary class wars and national revolutionary wars, as compared with the various counter-revolutionary wars, have their own different conditions, this determines that they necessarily have their own laws of war.

From this it can be seen that war, developing along with different times, different places, and different characters, continually develops, and this in turn brings about the development of the laws of war along with the development of war. Mechanists on the question of war view the laws of war with a static, unchanging outlook, ignoring the different characteristics of wars of different times, different places, and different characters, and blindly applying the laws of that time, that place, and that kind of war to the present time, present place, and present kind of war — the inevitable result of which is the failure of the war. France, in the Second World War, committed precisely this kind of error. They took certain experiences and laws of the First World War and treated them as unchanging dogma, believing that the new great war, too, would show no change from the previous great war, entirely disregarding the new changes that the new circumstances of the time would bring to the war, with the result that, in the face of Hitler’s Germany’s blitzkrieg warfare, they were left utterly at a loss, and in a very short time the country perished. As some Western military commentators remarked in their critique: “The greatest weakness of the French army did not lie in the small quantity or poor quality of their weapons and equipment, but mainly in the backwardness of their military

‘theory.’ Their concept of combat operations… fundamentally never escaped the confines of the First World War.”¹ This kind of mechanism, which denies that the laws of war are something that develops, will always be punished by the objectively developing laws of war.



3. The Laws of War Can Be Known

The laws of war exist within the intricate and complex process of the motion of war. The particularity and complexity of the contradictions within the process of war greatly increase the difficulty people face in coming to know the laws of war. Nevertheless, the laws of war, like the laws of all other things, can indeed be known.

Agnosticism in the military sphere denies the knowability of the laws of war. Some hold that: “War is the most difficult-to-understand phenomenon of human life. It is the most ungraspable and important aspect of the mysterious environment in which we live.”² Some even hold that war is arranged by God, and that human beings have no way whatsoever to grasp war. It is not hard to see that agnosticism in the military sphere, theoretically, one-sidedly exaggerates the particularity and complexity of the contradictions within the process of the motion of war. In this way, such thinkers not only deny the knowability of the laws of war, but fundamentally deny the objective existence of the laws of war, ultimately treating war as a “most ungraspable” monster, “filled with mystery,” arranged by God. Thus, agnosticism in the military sphere is, in theory, connected with idealism in the military sphere, and in the practice of war it inevitably leads to blind action.

The objectivity of the laws of war determines that the laws of war can be known. The laws of war are not something empty and unfounded; rather, they are the inevitable, developing trajectory of this real, objective process of motion that is war — they are the expression of the internal logic of the process of the motion of war. Judging by the form of their existence, the laws of war cannot, like concrete objects, possess a visible, tangible, concrete external form. Nevertheless, the laws of war are indeed objectively existent. So long as there exists a process of the motion of war, the laws of war exist. Within
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the process of the motion of war itself, there must necessarily exist various phenomena that provide a continuous thread for people to trace through in thought; through the accumulation of a great mass of sense experience, and by using the logical methods of thought — concept, judgment, and inference — to proceed from phenomenon into essence, from external connection into internal connection, and from contingency into necessity, one can arrive at knowledge of the laws of war.

To acknowledge that the laws of war can be known does not mean that people can come to know all the laws of war in a single stroke. In fact, since the laws of war are something that develops, people’s knowledge of these laws is likewise not accomplished all at once, but is rather an unlimited process of development that follows the development of the practice of war — proceeding from not knowing to knowing, and from knowing very little to knowing ever more. The history of humanity’s wars shows that, as the practice of war develops, people’s knowledge of the laws of war likewise grows ever deeper and ever more comprehensive. Each instance of the laws of war that people come to know scientifically has a truth-value that is relative, yet within this relative truth there is contained an element of absolute truth; as the practice of war develops, people’s knowledge of the laws of war continually approaches absolute truth. So long as war has not been eliminated, people’s knowledge of the laws of war will likewise never cease, and will always retain a relative character. The sum total of an infinite number of relative truths is absolute truth. Therefore, one cannot, on the grounds that certain laws of war have not yet been recognized by people at the present time, deny the knowability of the laws of war.

Of course, coming to know the laws of war is by no means an easy matter; it must go through an arduous process. This is because the laws of war, as the essential internal connections within the process of the motion of war, are not directly presented before people’s eyes, but rather are concealed beyond people’s direct line of sight; moreover, the internal contradictions of war, and the various aspects of these contradictions, are not exposed all at once, but are gradually revealed as the practice of war develops. Therefore, to discover and come to know the laws of war, one must go through the repeated process from practice to knowledge and again from knowledge to practice; otherwise, it is impossible to understand and grasp the laws of an entire war. This requires that the director of a war pay an extremely great effort, be skilled at promptly discovering new developments of the original contradictions in the process of the motion of war, and the new contradictions that continually come to light, and study the laws of motion of these contradictions. Only in this way can one, in the development of war, find new laws, and apply these laws to one’s own

actions, thereby gaining the ability to master the whole developing course of the war, and arrive step by step at the far shore of victory in war.

Building on the knowledge of the laws of war, boldly and scientifically foreseeing the future of war is an important expression of the knowability of the laws of war. The outbreak of a future war and its process and outcome will be extraordinarily rich, colorful, and full of twists and turns; no one can produce, in advance, a detailed “almanac” of a future war’s concrete circumstances. But, guided by the general laws of modern warfare, and by conducting a thorough and meticulous investigation and study of the history and present circumstances of both sides in a war, and a deep examination of the various opposing factors of the two sides and their internal connections, it is possible to foresee the basic developing trend of a future war. The basic laws of China’s War of Resistance against Japan that Mao Zedong revealed in On Protracted War were fully borne out, in practice, as scientific foresight.

Idealism and agnosticism in the military sphere, in denying the objective existence of the laws of war and the knowability of the laws of war, necessarily deny that a future war can be foreseen. The Italian military theorist Giulio Douhet said: it cannot be said whether a future war will be the same as, or completely different from, past wars — who can say? We have no way of knowing what the future holds, nor can any one person see why it will be so. The practice of war has mercilessly refuted this fallacy. However, with the development of modern science and technology — in particular, the wide application in the military sphere of advanced science and technology such as electronic computers — certain bourgeois military theorists have put forward yet another view. For instance, the West German military writer von Krummholtz-Reith said: unlike traditional war, war waged with nuclear weapons is becoming “a process as precise as the running of a clock, whose every smallest detail should be specified in advance in detail.”¹ It is very clear that this view, too, is mistaken. It one-sidedly exaggerates the necessity within the process of war’s development, entirely denying the contingency within this process; its essence is a metaphysical mechanism. Modern warfare, waged with modern weaponry, does possess an objective necessity in its developmental process, but it also has
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a great deal of contingency at work; to specify in advance, in detail, every particular of it is impossible. Therefore, on the one hand, we ought thoroughly to critique idealism and agnosticism in the military sphere, and, working hard on the basis of the general laws of the development of war, scientifically foresee the outbreak, developmental process, and developmental tendency of a future war, so that we may prepare in a targeted way and create the conditions for victory in a future war of resistance to aggression. On the other hand, we ought also to oppose the metaphysical mechanism that regards the developmental process of a future war as “as precise as the running of a clock.”




II. General Laws of War and Special Laws of War

The laws of war are divided into general laws of war and special laws of war, and their role in the guidance of war differs. Therefore, in studying the laws of war, one must go further and study in depth the general laws of war and the special laws of war, and the relationship between them, so as to grasp the laws of war through the connection between the general and the particular.


1. The Characteristics and Function of General Laws of War

The reason the laws of war are divided into general laws of war and special laws of war is not something people have subjectively invented; rather it derives from the multiplicity and unity inherent to war itself. Multiplicity refers to the fact that wars of different times, different places, and different characters are each vastly different, each with its own different special factors. Unity refers to the fact that, amid the differences among these wars of different times, regions, and characters, there exist common general factors. Because of the multiplicity of war, war possesses a great variety of concrete special laws of war belonging to particular processes of the motion of war. Because of the unity of war, war also possesses a unified general law of war belonging to all processes of the motion of war. It can be seen that war is a unity of unity and multiplicity, and this is what determines that the laws of war are a unity of general laws of war and special laws of war.

What is a general law of war? What are its characteristics? And what is its function? A general law of war is the most stable, most general, most universal internal essential connection abstracted from the process of motion of various concrete wars; it is the common essence possessed by every war,

ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, in the process of their motion. It operates within every process of the motion of war. For instance, the law of war that “war is a continuation of politics by another kind of means” operates within the process of motion of war of any time, any place, and any character. Therefore it is a general law of war.

The function of general laws of war in the process of the development of war lies precisely in this: they connect the entire process of motion — from war’s emergence to war’s extinction — and every concrete process of motion of every war, thereby revealing the unity among the various processes of the motion of war. Marx, in the Introduction to a Critique of Political Economy, once took “production in general” as an example to illustrate the function of general laws. Marx wrote: “Production in general is an abstraction, but a rational abstraction, in so far as it really brings out and fixes the common element and thus saves us repetition. Still, this general category, this common element sifted out by comparison, is itself segmented many times over and splits into different determinations. Some determinations belong to all epochs, others only to a few. [Some] determinations will be shared by the most modern epoch and the most ancient. No production will be thinkable without them.”¹ Similarly, if there were no general law of war, then the entire developmental process of human warfare would become a heap of scattered links with no unified necessary connection, and people would have no way to understand the whole course of the development of human warfare and the commonalities among the various processes of the motion of war. In this sense, no matter how concrete and particular the war a given director of war faces may be, he can in no way afford to disregard the study of general laws of war. Mao Zedong said: “We should study the laws of war in general.”² Without studying it, one will fail to understand the common essence of war, will disregard the guiding role of general laws of war for particular wars, and will easily become divorced from theory and lose one’s bearings.

It should be recognized that, although a general law of war is the common quality abstracted out of the individual character of the process of the motion of various particular wars, and operates within the process of the motion of war of any time, any place, and any character, possessing very great stability, it also, at the same time,
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expresses itself and operates through the concrete social-historical conditions of processes of the motion of war of a given time, a given place, and a given character. Therefore, a general law of war can exist only within individual, concrete wars, and can only express itself through individual, concrete wars. This is a concrete embodiment of the general residing within the particular, and the common quality residing within individuality.



2. Attaching Importance to the Study of Special Laws of War

The laws of war are a unity of the general and the particular. Every concrete war has its own inherent special laws; if one understands only the laws of war in general, without studying the special laws of a particular war, one will be unable to give concrete guidance to a concrete war. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Our revolutionary war is waged in China, a semi-colonial, semi-feudal country. Therefore, not only must we study the laws of war in general, but we must also study the laws of the special revolutionary war, and further study the laws of the still more special Chinese revolutionary war.”¹

What, then, are special laws of war? So-called special laws of war refer to those laws that are not shared by every process of the motion of war, but rather are peculiar to the process of the motion of war of a given time, a given place, and a given character. They are not the most general essential internal connection common to all processes of the motion of war, but rather the essential internal connection of the various concrete processes of the motion of war. If one says that general laws of war are the commonality of all processes of the motion of war, and operate within any process of the motion of war, then special laws of war operate only within a certain time, a certain place, a certain character, or even a certain concrete process of the motion of war — they are the individuality of that process. Therefore special laws of war possess a historical temporariness, and cannot possess the very great stability that general laws of war possess.

Special laws of war exist at multiple levels. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Differences in the circumstances of war lead to differences in the laws for directing war, differences arising from the different stages of a war, the different circumstances of the parties engaged in war, and other
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differing factors.”¹ A law of war that is not limited by any of these three factors — time, place, character — is a general law of war. A law of war limited by all three of these items is a special law of war. Because the items being limited differ, the levels of special laws of war are also differentiated: some are partly limited and partly unlimited, and this constitutes the first level. For example, the law of revolutionary war is limited only in character, not in time and place; the law of modern war is limited only in time, not in place and character; the law of ancient peasant war is limited in time and character, not in place, and so on. A law of war limited in all three items constitutes the second level. For example, the law of revolutionary war during China’s New Democratic Revolution is limited in time, place, and character, and so on. The law of an individual war, with its limitations on time, place, and character made still more concrete, constitutes the third level — for example, the laws of the agrarian revolutionary war, the War of Resistance against Japan, and the War of Liberation, and so on. A law of war at the first level, relative to a general law of war, is a special law of war; but relative to a law at the second level, it is a general law. A law of war at the second level, relative to a law of war at the first level, is a special law of war; but relative to a law of war at the third level, it is a general law. Clarifying these relations serves two purposes: first, in order to grasp the guiding function that general laws of war have over special laws of war, so as to make clear the scope of their guidance and not confuse or misapply them. Second, in order to make clear that each level of special laws of war is a unity of the general and the particular; therefore the higher the level, the greater the stability and the smaller the temporariness; the lower the level, the smaller the stability and the greater the temporariness. This unity of stability and temporariness is something that must be earnestly grasped in guiding war.

For the director of a war, it is especially important to attach importance to the study of special laws of war, to reveal the process of the motion of war at each different level, and in particular the special laws of war within the concrete process of the war currently at hand. This is because a general law of war only establishes the most general specification of the most general property possessed, in their process of motion, by every war, ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign; it sets aside the qualitative differences that exist among the various concrete wars in the process of their motion. If one clings rigidly to general laws of war and does not study special laws of war, one will become divorced from reality, one’s thinking will become rigid, and one will be unable to give war correct, concrete
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guidance.

In studying special laws of war, one must proceed from the objective reality of the concrete war, taking general laws of war as one’s guide, comprehensively analyzing the characteristics of the various internal factors of a concrete war and their essential connections, and grasping special laws of war from an overall standpoint, uniting general laws of war and special laws of war — only in this way can one defeat the enemy and win victory. Mao Zedong’s scientific method of analyzing the special laws of China’s agrarian revolutionary war and the War of Resistance against Japan is a brilliant model for us to study.



3. The Relationship between General Laws of War and Special Laws of War

General laws of war and special laws of war possess an intrinsic, close connection. To distinguish general laws of war from special laws of war is not to set them against one another, but rather to reveal the dialectical mutual relationship inherent between them, and to grasp the laws of war through their mutual connection.

What is the relationship between general laws of war and special laws of war? First, general laws of war reside within special laws of war. Lenin said: “The general exists only in the particular, through the particular.”¹ Within the domain of war, apart from special laws of war, general laws of war would become empty and void, water without a source, wood without roots. That is to say, general laws of war are commonalities abstracted out of the individual character of special laws of war. Commonality comes from individuality; the general comes from the particular. Commonality and generality grasp the overall direction and the overall developmental tendency. Therefore, when studying special laws of war, one must take general laws of war as one’s guide. Otherwise, one will see only the trees and not the forest, will be short-sighted, will lose one’s bearings, and will fall into the error of empiricism in military affairs.

General laws of war are always operating within a given concrete war; they are inseparable from the conditions of every concrete war, and they always express themselves through special laws of war. Concrete war is extraordinarily complex and varied, while general laws of war are, by contrast, some abstract, common, essential specifications that can never encompass all the parts, all the aspects, and all the phenomena of a concrete war — precisely as Lenin said, “Every general only approximately embraces all the individual objects.”² This
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requires us to attach special importance to studying the individuality of special laws of war, and by no means to mechanically copy and transplant general laws of war, using general laws of war — which belong to commonality — to guide a concrete war that belongs to individuality. Otherwise, one will become divorced from reality, cutting one’s feet to fit the shoes, and will commit the error of military dogmatism. It is precisely for this reason that, in the local wars now occurring in the world, each carrying its own particularities, it can nevertheless also be affirmed that certain general laws of war of universal significance to future wars likewise exist within these particularities. We should be good at using the window of these local wars to explore the general regularity of future wars, in the service of preparations for national defense construction and wars of resistance to aggression.

From this it can be seen that general laws of war and special laws of war are a unity of opposites. The particular gives rise to the general; the general guides the particular; the general operates through the particular; the particular continually develops the general. The two are closely connected, mutually promoting one another, and in this repeated cycle they cause people’s knowledge of the laws of war to continually deepen.

Second, general laws of war and special laws of war can, under certain conditions of war, be transformed into one another. Whether general or special, laws of war cannot exist and operate independently of definite conditions of war. Changes in the conditions of war can bring about the mutual transformation between them. That is to say, a general law of war under one condition of war can, under another condition of war, become a special law of war, and vice versa. When discussing the three levels of special laws of war above, we have already discussed the concrete circumstances of this kind of transformation, and will not repeat it here. Therefore, the distinction between general and special within the laws of war is both absolute and relative. To say it is absolute means that, under a given condition, the same law is either a general law of war or a special law of war — it cannot be simultaneously both a general law of war and a special law of war. This refers to the qualitative determinacy of the laws of war. To say it is relative means that the same law, under one condition, is a general law of war, while under another condition, it is a special law of war. This refers to the conditionality of the laws of war. “The difference between relative and

absolute is itself relative.”¹ That is to say, when speaking of absoluteness as a qualitative determinacy, there is also, within it, conditionality; and when speaking of relativity as conditionality, there is also, within it, a qualitative determinacy. Knowledge regarding the general and the particular of the laws of war is both relative and absolute at once, and this means that one must see, on the one hand, that general laws of war and special laws of war each have their own qualitative determinacy, and must not confuse the distinction between the two, so as to avoid the dogmatist error of mechanically transplanting laws of war of a different time, different place, or different character; and, on the other hand, that one must see the conditionality of the transformation between the two kinds of laws of war, so as to avoid the empiricist error of excluding the guiding role of laws of war belonging to the same time, same place, and same character.

In sum, the relationship between general laws of war and special laws of war is at once a unity within opposition — for each has its own objective existence, being a relation between different essences (commonality and individuality) internal to war — and, at the same time, a unity within opposition, in that the two are mutually connected, neither able to exist apart from the other, and, under certain conditions, transform into one another. Therefore, to use special laws of war to deny the objective existence of general laws of war, or to use general laws of war to replace special laws of war, is in either case harmful; and likewise, to regard general laws of war and special laws of war as two things entirely unrelated to each other is also mistaken.

Scientifically studying and revealing general laws of war and special laws of war, as well as the distinctions and connections between the two, is of very great significance for correctly understanding and guiding war. At present, we must earnestly study general laws of war — in particular, those general laws, of universal significance, found among the laws of our country’s successive revolutionary wars; at the same time, we must also attend to studying the experience of modernized warfare in foreign armies, and especially attach importance to studying the new characteristics of people’s war under modern conditions, grasping the characteristics and laws of future war through the connection of the general and the particular, so as to seize the initiative in war.




III. The Laws of War Guidance

The concept of “the laws of war guidance” was first put forward by Mao Zedong in his essay “Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary
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War.” On this question, he not only gave a theoretical exposition, but in the great practice of guiding China’s revolutionary war, he scientifically revealed the laws of war and the laws of war guidance of China’s revolutionary war. This is the theoretical basis guiding us to study and understand what the laws of war guidance are, and it is a powerful weapon guiding us in exploring the objective laws and laws of guidance of future wars of resistance to aggression.

What, then, are the laws of war guidance?

Mao Zedong pointed out: “As everybody knows, when a person does anything, if he does not understand the circumstances of that thing, its character, and its relations to other things, then he does not know the laws governing it, does not know how to do it, and cannot do it well.”¹ Immediately following this he pointed out: “War — since the emergence of private property and of classes — has been the highest form of struggle for resolving contradictions between class and class, nation and nation, state and state, or political group and political group, at a given stage of their development; if one does not understand its circumstances, its character, and its relations to other things, one does not know the laws of war, does not know how to direct war, and cannot win victory.”² Seven months later, in On Practice, he further discussed this question from a philosophical angle, saying: “Marxist philosophy holds that the problem of importance is not to understand the laws of the objective world and thus be able to explain it, but to apply the knowledge of these laws actively to change the world.”³ From the above discussion, it can be seen: first, speaking in the general sense, no matter what one does, only by knowing the laws of that thing can one know how to do it, and can one do it well; speaking in the special sense, only by knowing the laws of war can one know how to guide war, and can one win victory; speaking in terms of the theory of knowledge in philosophy, only by being able to explain the world can one know how to change the world. That is to say, knowing the laws of war and knowing how to guide war are, within the domain of knowledge, closely connected and inseparable — the two are a unity. Second, knowing
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the laws of a thing and knowing how to do that thing, being able to explain the world and knowing how to change the world, are not at the same level, but rather are distinct — the latter is a deepening of the knowledge represented by the former, and, moreover, studying the former has, as its purpose, the latter; for practice, it is precisely the latter that carries genuine revolutionary significance. From this it can be seen that knowing the laws of war and knowing how to guide war are at once unified and at once distinct. To know how to guide war, one’s knowledge must be deepened further.

How is it to be deepened? Mao Zedong pointed out: “Why must we study the laws of war? Because we must use these laws for war.”¹ “To act, we must first have people who, on the basis of objective facts, derive thought, reasoning, and opinion, and put forward plans, policies, strategies, and tactics — only then can matters go well.”² “Studying laws of war guidance that have a bearing on the overall situation is the task of strategic studies. Studying laws of war guidance that have a bearing on a partial situation is the task of the study of campaigns and of tactics.”³ This tells us: First, having known the laws of a thing, one must develop toward knowing how to do it; having known the laws of war, one must develop toward “using these laws for war” — from which it can be seen that the process of war guidance is precisely the process of studying and applying the laws of war to the actions of war. The laws of war guidance are precisely the essential connection internal to the motion of this process. Second, the actions of war include actions that bear on the overall situation (that is, strategic actions), and actions that bear on a partial situation (that is, campaign-level and tactical actions). The strategic guiding principles, and the campaign-level and combat command principles, formed by applying the laws of war to the actions of war, are precisely the conceptual form taken by the laws of war guidance. Third, the laws of war are objective; knowing the laws of war is precisely the reflection, in the mind of the director of a war, of the objective laws of war, and the form in which this reflection is expressed is precisely the military thought or military theory that the director of the war derives from the objective actual circumstances of the war. As a form of the laws of war guidance, strategy and tactics are subjective in form, because they are put forward by the director of the war; but their content is objective, because they are put forward by the director of the war on the basis of a correct reflection of the
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laws of war; therefore they are not purely subjective, but rather a unity of the subjective and the objective.

To sum up the above, the relationship between the laws of war and the laws of war guidance is a dialectical unity: the laws of war are the objective basis of the laws of war guidance, while the laws of war guidance are the concrete application of the laws of war. Applying the laws of war to strategic action constitutes the laws of war guidance that bear on the overall situation, belonging to the content of strategic studies. Applying the laws of war to campaign-level action and combat action constitutes the laws of war guidance that bear on a partial situation, belonging to the content of the study of campaigns and of tactics. The laws of war guidance are precisely the principles and rules for knowing the laws of war and applying these laws to the actions of war.



IV. Methods for Researching and Grasping the Laws of War Guidance


1. Correctly Resolving the Contradiction between the Subjective and the Objective

Mao Zedong pointed out: “We cannot demand of history that all commanding officers should be invincible; this has been very rare since ancient times. We demand that commanders should not lose battles frequently in the course of a war, and that they should be brave and sagacious commanders who can, in the main, win battles in the course of a war — commanders both wise and brave. To achieve this, there is a method that must be learned, and this method must be used while learning it. What method is this? It is to make a careful study of the situation on both the enemy’s side and our own, to find out the laws governing the actions of both sides, and to apply these laws to one’s own actions.”¹ This is precisely the fundamental method for researching and grasping the laws of war guidance.

Why is it called the fundamental method? Precisely because it reflects the entire process of war guidance. This process can be divided into two stages: the first stage is the stage of “making a careful study of the situation on both the enemy’s side and our own, and finding out the laws governing their actions” — this is, within the theory of knowledge, the stage from perceptual knowledge to rational knowledge, and it is also the stage of coming to know the laws of war. The second stage is the stage of “applying these laws to one’s own actions” — this is, within the theory of knowledge, the stage from rational knowledge to practical action, and it is also the
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stage of applying the laws of war to guide the actions of war. Through the constant repetition of these two stages, our knowledge and application of the laws of war continually deepen, continually developing forward.

The practice of these two stages of the process of war guidance shows that knowing and applying the laws of war are by no means matters to be handled just as one subjectively pleases, but rather have their own inherent laws.

Let us first speak of knowing the laws of war. This is the first stage of the process of war guidance — namely, the stage of “making a careful study of the situation on both the enemy’s side and our own, and finding out the laws governing their actions.”

The laws of war are invisible and intangible; to find them, reliance on perceptual knowledge alone will not do, and yet one must necessarily begin from perceptual knowledge, developing from perceptual knowledge to rational knowledge. Therefore, one must first investigate and understand the objective actual circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves in military, political, economic, natural, and other respects; this investigation and understanding must not be incomplete or fragmentary, still less mixed with subjective guesswork and imagination — it must be thorough and meticulous, comprehensive and systematic, reaching the degree of “careful study,” and strictly respecting the objective facts. Then, applying logical thinking to the rich materials gathered through investigation, one carries out a comprehensive analysis and comparison, finding the various mutually contradictory factors existing within the totality of the war on both the enemy’s side and our own, their respective positions and roles, and their mutual essential internal connections — thereby arriving at the laws of this particular concrete war.

In guiding China’s People’s great War of Resistance against Japan, Mao Zedong first studied the laws of the War of Resistance. Under the guidance of the general laws of war, and on the basis of the experience of ten months of practice in the War of Resistance, he analyzed the situation of both China and Japan in every respect, and pointed out: “The Sino-Japanese war is not just any other war, but a war of life and death between semi-colonial and semi-feudal China and imperialist Japan fought in the given historical era of the 1930s.”¹ He then went on to expound, respectively, the four basic characteristics formed by the mutually opposed objective circumstances of China and Japan in military, political, economic, natural, and other respects: first, Japan is an imperialist power, strong in military strength, economic strength, and political organizational strength; China is a semi-colonial, semi-feudal weak nation, weak in military strength,
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economic strength, and political organizational strength. Second, the war Japan is waging is retrogressive and barbarous; China is at a stage of progress, and its war is progressive and just. Third, Japan is a small country, with insufficient manpower and material resources; China is a large country, with manpower and material resources sufficient to sustain a protracted war. Fourth, Japan is in an internationally isolated position, having lost outside support; China is in an internationally supported position, receiving help from many quarters. He then went on to analyze the mutual relationship among these four basic characteristics: first, these four characteristics are all operating simultaneously; one cannot isolate any single characteristic or any subset of characteristics and stress it alone. Within the War of Resistance, those holding the “national subjugation theory” saw only this characteristic of enemy strength and our own weakness, and disregarded the other three characteristics; those holding the “quick victory theory” saw only the other three characteristics, and disregarded this characteristic of enemy strength and our own weakness. To view the situation of the mutually opposed factors of China and Japan subjectively and one-sidedly in this way makes it impossible correctly to reflect the laws of the War of Resistance. Second, the status and role of these four characteristics are also not to be regarded as equal. Enemy strength and our own weakness is the fundamental condition of Japan’s war of aggression, and is the objective basis for China being unable to achieve quick victory. The conditions of the enemy being a small country, retrogressive, and lacking support, versus our being a large country, progressive, and receiving much support, form the objective basis of the transformation of strength and weakness between the enemy and ourselves, providing the objective possibility for us to win final victory. That the enemy lacks support and we receive much support is an important factor, but it is a subsidiary factor, its role depending on the magnitude of the basic factors of the enemy and ourselves themselves. Third, “these characteristics will each undergo change in accordance with their own nature in the course of the war.”¹ Based on the above analysis, one can see the internal connection of these four basic characteristics: the characteristic of enemy strength and our own weakness determines that China cannot achieve quick victory, and must necessarily wage a protracted war; the other three characteristics determine that final victory belongs to China and not to Japan. Finally, Mao Zedong pointed out: “The War of Resistance against Japan is a protracted war, and the final victory will be China’s — this is our conclusion.”² This conclusion is precisely the fundamental law of the War of Resistance against Japan.
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The fundamental law of a war unfolds within the actions of the war, determining the war’s developing process and inevitable tendency. On the basis of his knowledge of the fundamental law of the War of Resistance against Japan, Mao Zedong made a scientific prediction about the developing process of the War of Resistance, pointing out: “Since the Sino-Japanese war is a protracted one and final victory will belong to China, it can be assumed that this protracted war will pass through three stages. The first stage covers the period of the enemy’s strategic offensive and our strategic defensive. The second stage covers the period of the enemy’s strategic consolidation and our preparation for the counter-offensive. The third stage covers the period of our strategic counter-offensive and the enemy’s strategic retreat.”¹ “China moves from a position of inferiority to one of equilibrium, and from equilibrium to superiority; Japan moves from a position of superiority to one of equilibrium, and from equilibrium to inferiority; China moves from the defensive to the stage of equilibrium and then to the counter-offensive; Japan moves from the offensive to the stage of holding on to what it has gained and then to retreat — this is the course of the Sino-Japanese war, and its inevitable tendency.”²

From this it can be seen that knowing the laws of war is a dialectical process of motion, proceeding from the practice of war to finding the laws, from perceptual experience to rational knowledge, from the objective to the subjective.

Let us now speak of the second stage of the process of war guidance, namely the stage of “applying these laws to one’s own actions.”

To apply the laws of war to the actions of war, one must, on the basis of knowing the laws of war, resolve the problems of “how to do it” and “how not to do it” — that is, resolve, in war guidance, the principles and methods for applying the laws of war to the actions of war.

Taking China’s War of Resistance against Japan as an example: to apply the fundamental law of the War of Resistance to the actions of the war, one had to resolve how, through protracted war, to win the final victory of the war, neither seeking final victory through quick decision, nor arriving at final defeat through protracted resistance. All the strategy, tactics, guiding principles, policies, and plans of the War of Resistance had to take this as their fundamental starting point and their fundamental point of return, in order to guarantee the correct direction of war guidance. The four basic characteristics that formed the fundamental law of the War of Resistance show: the enemy possesses one advantage (strong military strength, economic strength, and political organizational strength) and three disadvantages (being a small country, retrogressive, lacking support); we possess one disadvantage (weak military strength, economic strength, and political organiza-
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tional strength) and three advantages (being a large country, progressive, receiving much support). So long as one earnestly directs the actions of the war according to the fundamental law of the War of Resistance, the enemy’s advantage can, through our efforts, be weakened, and his disadvantages can likewise, through our efforts, be enlarged; our advantages can, through our efforts, be strengthened, and our disadvantages can, through our efforts, be overcome. This is precisely the guiding principle by which we, in protracted war, seized final victory in the War of Resistance. Carrying this guiding principle through into strategy and tactics, Mao Zedong expressed it as follows: “How, concretely, should protracted war be waged?… Our answer is: in the first and second stages, that is, the periods of the enemy’s offensive and consolidation, it should be offensive campaigns and battles within a strategic defensive, quick-decision campaigns and battles within a strategically protracted war, and interior-line campaigns and battles within a strategically exterior-line position. In the third stage, it should be strategic counter-offensive.”¹ This is precisely the fundamental guiding law for the actions of combat in the War of Resistance against Japan. The principles of initiative and flexibility, planning, mobile warfare, guerrilla warfare, positional warfare, wars of attrition, and wars of annihilation, and so on, in the guidance of the War of Resistance, are precisely the concrete application of the fundamental law of the War of Resistance, and are also the unfolding of the basic guiding laws of the War of Resistance in every respect.

The victory or defeat of an action in war directly tests whether the war’s director’s knowledge and application of the laws of war are correct. Winning a battle proves that one’s knowledge is correct; losing a battle proves that it is mistaken, and one must correct one’s own errors, step by step arriving at correct knowledge and application of the laws of war, discovering new circumstances and new characteristics on both the enemy’s and our own sides, exploring new laws, and developing the war director’s knowledge and application of the laws of war. As the process of war develops, the war director’s knowledge and application of the laws of war must likewise develop along with it. This holds true for strategic guidance, and likewise for campaign-level guidance and tactical guidance. It can be seen that applying the laws of war to the actions of war is a dialectical process of motion, proceeding from finding the laws to the actions of war, from rational knowledge to methods of action, from the subjective to the objective.

The unity of the two stages — knowing the laws of war, and applying the laws of war to the actions of war — constitutes the entire process of war guidance. Through the constant repetition of these two stages — one proceeding from the objective to the subjective, the other from the subjective to the objective — within the dialectical unity of the subjective and the objective, the war director’s knowledge and application of the laws of war continually deepen, become continually enriched, and continually develop.
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As Mao Zedong pointed out: “The people who lead wars, if they are people without war experience, do not, in the beginning, understand the deep laws for guiding a specific war (for example, our own land revolutionary war of the past decade). In the beginning stage, they merely experience a great deal of the practical experience of conducting operations, and, moreover, they suffer many defeats. However, this experience (successes, and especially failures) enables them to understand the internal thread running through the whole war, that is, the laws of that specific war, to understand strategy and tactics, and therefore to be able to direct the war with confidence. At this juncture, if the leadership is changed and an inexperienced person is sent to direct it, then he will have to suffer a number of defeats (that is, gain experience) before he can comprehend the real laws of war.”¹ This is precisely speaking of the essential internal connection of the dialectical motion of knowledge and practice, the subjective and the objective, within the process of war guidance.



2. Correctly Resolving the Relationship between the Overall Situation and Partial Situations

The purpose of studying the laws of war lies entirely in applying these laws to the actions of war. The actions of war include actions that bear on the overall situation and actions that bear on partial situations. Studying laws of war guidance that bear on the overall situation is the task of strategic studies; studying laws of war guidance that bear on partial situations is the task of the study of campaigns and of tactics. Therefore, to study and grasp the laws of war guidance, one must correctly resolve the relationship between the overall situation and partial situations.

What are the overall situation and partial situations of a war? Mao Zedong pointed out: “So long as there is war, there is the overall situation of the war. The world can be one overall situation of war, one country can be one overall situation of war, an independent guerrilla area, or a large independent theater of operations, can also be one overall situation of war. Whatever has to take account of all sides and all stages is of the nature of the overall situation of a war.”² This exposition of Mao Zedong’s not only clarified the overall situation of war from the two aspects of time and space, but also intrinsically included within it the meaning of the partial situations of war. The so-called overall situation of a war, in terms of time, includes the entire process of the actions of a war and all of its
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developmental stages; in terms of space, it includes the entire theater and all the sides of the actions of a war. The so-called partial situations of a war refer, then, to the various sides and stages that are subordinate to the overall situation of the war.

What, then, is the relationship between the overall situation and the partial situations of a war?

First, the overall situation of a war determines the partial situations; the partial situations of a war are subordinate to the overall situation. The actions of war are a systematic, integrated structure; only by properly handling the organic connections among the various sides and various stages of the entire process of the actions of war, and coming to understand and grasp, from an overall standpoint, the process and developmental tendency of the war’s development, can one more profoundly understand the position and role of a partial situation within the overall situation of a war, and thereby make better use of matters of a partial nature. In criticizing the mistaken view that held that victory or defeat in strategy is decided by tactical victory, Mao Zedong stressed and pointed out: “The primary and first problem in the victory or defeat of a war is whether attention is properly paid to the overall situation and to each stage. If there are important shortcomings or mistakes in the attention paid to the overall situation and to each stage, that war is sure to be lost.”¹ Therefore, he demanded that “those who direct the overall situation, the most important thing is to keep their attention focused on the overall situation of the war.”² Concretely speaking, this means relying on the objective actual circumstances of the war and its developmental laws, giving attention to the question of the composition of units and formations, giving attention to the relationship between two campaigns, giving attention to the relationship between the various stages of combat operations, giving attention to the relationship among the various branches of the armed services, giving attention to the relationship between front and rear, and giving attention to the relationship between the totality of our own activity and the totality of the enemy’s activity. “These are all the most laborious points; if one drops these to attend to some secondary questions, one is bound to make a mess of things.”³ During the War of Liberation, once our army had entered the stage of strategic offensive, Mao Zedong, based on the general strategic situation between the enemy and ourselves and the characteristics of the various theaters, decided to wage strategically decisive battles in the three theaters of the Northeast, North China, and East-Central China, carrying out the world-famous three great campaigns of Liaoshen, Huaihai, and Pingjin. Based on the different characteristics of the three theaters, he put forward different combat-operational guidelines. He correctly handled the mutual coordination and organic combination
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between the Liaoshen and Pingjin campaigns, and between the Huaihai and Pingjin campaigns; he correctly handled the relationship between the assault on Jinzhou in the Liaoshen campaign, the blocking battle at Heishan and Dahushan, and the liberation of Changchun and Shenyang; he correctly handled the relationship between the various stages and the encirclement of the Huang Baitao, Huang Wei, and Du Yuming army groups in the Huaihai campaign; he correctly handled the coordination and combination between the attack on Xinbao’an in the Pingjin campaign, the assault on Tianjin, and the siege of Beiping; he correctly handled the relationship between unified command and dispersed command of several field armies in the three great campaigns, and so on. This made the various stages of the three great campaigns link together seamlessly, one campaign following upon another, one victory succeeding another. This fully demonstrates that only by being skilled in grasping the overall situation of a war can one correctly handle the relationships among the various partial situations. It is also only when each partial situation determines its own actions according to the needs of the overall situation, actively coordinates, and fights energetically, that victory of the overall situation can be attained. The relationship between strategy and campaigns is thus, and the relationship between campaigns and tactics is likewise thus.

Generally speaking, matters of an overall nature are not exposed on the surface, but are internal. Only through “thinking things through with the mind” can one grasp them. Mao Zedong pointed out: “To study the guiding laws of the war as a whole is a matter that requires ‘thinking things through with the mind,’ for this general feature is not visible, and one can comprehend it only by using one’s mind to think it over; one cannot comprehend it without using one’s mind to think it over.”¹ Of course, “thinking things through with the mind” is by no means subjective wild imagining, but rather requires that one, under the guidance of general laws of war, find the laws of the actions of both the enemy and ourselves in every respect according to the actual circumstances of the process of combat operations, seeking truth from facts — only then can one grasp what is of an overall nature. As Mao Zedong pointed out: “It results from a long process of knowing the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves, and of finding the laws of action of such circumstances and thereby solving the problem of the identity of subjective and objective knowledge.”²

Partial situations of war are subordinate to the overall situation. Because the partial situations of a war are subordinate to and are closely linked with the overall situation of the war, they cannot exist independently of, detached from, the overall situation. Partial situations and the overall situation are each other’s precondition for existence; if one loses the other, then the other
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also no longer exists. This determines that the partial situations of a war must be subordinate to the overall situation, with the overall situation guiding the partial situations. In the second year of the War of Liberation, because the enemy, in carrying out its focused offensive, had its main forces mired in the two theaters of northern Shaanxi and Shandong, the enemy’s defensive strength in the Central Plains region was weak — while the Central Plains region has, since ancient times, been a place of strategic contention, of extreme strategic importance. Therefore, although in the total numerical comparison of enemy and our own forces, the enemy still held a slight advantage overall, our own first-line mobile forces held the advantage, and especially in quality we held an absolute advantage. Accordingly, the Central Military Commission decided that our army would shift from strategic defense to strategic offense, taking the Central Plains region as the main direction of the offensive, so as to open up the Central Plains Liberated Area. In order to complete this strategic task, the Central Military Commission made arrangements for the advance of the three great field armies into the Central Plains. When the Liu-Deng field army was preparing to shift to a strategic offensive, proceeding from the overall situation of the war, the Northwest Field Army actively attacked Yulin, drawing the main force of Hu Zongnan’s troops to the northern tip of northern Shaanxi; the interior-line units of the East China Field Army drew the Shandong enemy toward the Jiaodong region, so as to facilitate the Liu-Deng field army’s execution of a central breakthrough. When the Liu-Deng field army shifted to strategic offense, our forces in northern Henan launched an attack on the enemy along both sides of the Pinghan railway line; the troops of the Yuwansu (Henan-Anhui-Jiangsu) area also launched an offensive, to coordinate with the Liu-Deng field army’s combat operations in western Lu’nan. When the Liu-Deng field army advanced toward the Dabie Mountains and carried out its strategic deployment, the exterior-line units of the East China Field Army advanced into the exterior-line units in western Lu’nan, actively taking action to cover the southward advance of the Liu-Deng field army. The Chen-Xie (Chen Geng–Xie Fuzhi) army group also advanced into western Henan, drawing away the enemy forces pursuing the Liu-Deng field army toward themselves, coordinating with the Liu-Deng and Chen-Su (Chen Yi–Su Yu) field armies to deploy respectively in the Dabie Mountains and the Yuwansu region. The three great field armies, converging around the advance into the Dabie Mountains, opened up the Central Plains Liberated Area as the overall strategic task, and had the partial situations of the war consciously subordinate themselves to the overall situation, actively coordinate, and closely cooperate — thereby winning the great victory of the strategic offensive.

Partial situations subordinating themselves to the overall situation of the war often involve two kinds of circumstances: one is where the overall interest of the war and the partial interest coincide, in which case it is easy for the partial situation to subordinate itself to the overall situation. The other is where a contradiction arises between the overall situation of the war and a partial situation — that is to say, sometimes what appears feasible from the partial standpoint appears infeasible from the standpoint of the overall situation of the war; and sometimes what appears infeasible from the standpoint of a partial situation of the war is nevertheless necessary from the standpoint of the overall situation. Sometimes victory in a partial situation is, on the contrary, harmful to the overall situation of the war; sometimes loss in a partial situation is, on the contrary, beneficial to the overall situation of the war. Under these circumstances, having

the partial situation of the war fully subordinate itself to the overall situation is often difficult. This requires all the more that the director of a war understand the role that the overall situation of the war plays in determining the victory or defeat of the entire war, consciously proceed from the overall situation of the war, sacrifice partial interest in subordination to overall interest, persevere in having partial situations subordinate themselves to the overall situation, and not begrudge sacrificing a partial situation in exchange for victory in the overall situation of the war, taking care not to be short-sighted or to haggle over the gains and losses of a partial situation of the war.

Second, the reciprocal effect of partial situations of war upon the overall situation. The overall situation of a war determines the partial situations of the war; “yet that which is of the nature of the overall situation cannot exist independently, detached from the partial situations; the overall situation is composed of all its partial situations.”¹ That is to say, the overall situation of a war is not something abstract, but rather an organic unity composed of many partial situations.

Any intelligent director of a war, in order truly to grasp the overall situation of a war, must take as his foundation his understanding of the various partial situations that make up the overall situation of the war; this requires clearly understanding the position and role, within the overall situation of the war, of each and every partial situation that makes up the overall situation of the war. Just as the internal contradictions of any thing are always uneven, the position and role, within the overall situation of a war, of the various partial situations that make up the overall situation of the war are likewise each different. Some partial situations of a war have little effect on the overall situation; some have a greater effect; and some have a decisive effect on the overall situation of the war. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Sometimes, some partial situations may be damaged or defeated without exerting a major effect on the overall situation, precisely because these partial situations are not of decisive significance to the overall situation. In war, some tactical or campaign-level defeats or failures often do not go so far as to bring about the collapse of the overall situation of the war. But if the majority of the campaigns making up the overall situation of the war are defeated, or if one or two campaigns of decisive significance are defeated, then the overall situation changes at once. Here, the majority of campaigns and the one or two campaigns spoken of are precisely what is of decisive significance.”² This tells us that what prompts a change in the overall situation of a war is: first, those partial situations that are not of decisive significance to the overall situation of the war, once they exceed a certain quantity, bring about a change in the overall situation of the war. Second, those partial situations
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that carry decisive influence, once they change, bring about “an immediate change” in the overall situation of the war. Therefore, the director of a war must not only attend to the role of the majority of the partial situations that make up the overall situation of the war, but must especially attend to the role of those partial situations that carry decisive significance. Mao Zedong held: “Everything that, judging from the concrete circumstances at the time, is beneficial to the overall situation and to the entire period at that time, and especially anything of decisive significance, must be firmly held onto and not let go; otherwise we shall turn into freewheeling opportunists, or laissez-faire opportunists.”¹ In the Liaoshen campaign, the assault on Jinzhou was an instance in which Mao Zedong, in the guidance of war, was skilled at seizing the partial situation of the war that carried decisive significance, thereby promoting the victorious development of the overall situation of the war — a vivid instance of war guidance.

What, then, is a decisively significant partial situation? This cannot be specified according to general or abstract circumstances; it must be specified according to the concrete circumstances of the war. In the transitional stage before the full outbreak of the War of Liberation, the American-supported Chiang Kai-shek reactionaries, on the one hand, rushed troops to territory outside the [Great Wall] pass, and on the other hand deployed Sun Lianzhong’s three armies along the Pinghan railway line; Hu Zongnan’s and Yan Xishan’s two forces’ main strength along the Longhai, Tongpu, and Zhengtai railway lines; and Fu Zuoyi’s six armies along the Jinpu railway line, invading, from south to north and from west to east, each of our liberated areas along their routes, in an attempt to first open up North China and seize the Northeast. Mao Zedong and the Central Military Commission carefully analyzed the entire war situation at that time, and concluded that whose hands the Northeast fell into would have an enormous bearing on the future development of the entire war. Therefore, our army had to get ahead of the enemy, transforming the Northeast into a consolidated base area — this was the decisively significant partial situation for the overall situation of the war. On this basis, our army made deployments to block and delay the enemy’s advance into the Northeast, holding the North China corridor, and guaranteeing the strategic deployment of our forces exiting through the pass into the Northeast — thereby creating the conditions for the victorious development of the entire War of Liberation.

It should also be recognized that a decisively significant partial situation is something that changes in war. Within the overall situation of the war at a given time and place, a partial situation may be decisively significant; yet within the overall situation of the war at another time and place, it may become a partial situation of no decisive influence on the overall situation. For example, in the first stage of the Pingjin campaign of the War of Liberation, in the earlier part, in order to cover the entry of the Northeast Field Army through the pass, and to prevent the enemy from breaking through and fleeing westward via Zhangjiakou, the western-line direction of Zhangjiakou and Xinbao’an was
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a decisively significant partial situation. On the western line, our forces surrounded the enemy at Zhangjiakou and Xinbao’an, and having annihilated two armies and four divisions of the enemy in the Kanghuai area, the enemy — though he had no possibility of fleeing to the west — did have the possibility of retreating southward, so the eastern-line direction of Tanggu and Tianjin then became the decisively significant partial situation. Therefore, the director of a war must pay attention to the changes in the decisively significant partial situations brought about by changes in the situation of the overall situation of the war, and must also pay attention to the relationship between the decisively significant partial situations of the overall situation of the war and the partial situations of no decisive influence on the overall situation. One must not know only the one and not the other.

In sum, without holding the overall situation of the war in one’s heart, one cannot lay down a single good move on the chessboard; at the same time, every move one lays down must be carefully weighed for its effect on the coming moves and on the overall situation. Lenin pointed out: “one must be able… to grasp the special feature of each historical situation, to find in each period that particular link which one must seize with all one’s might in order to hold the whole chain and to prepare firmly for the transition to the next link, the order of which is determined not only by the internal properties of the given process and by the connections and relations among its various aspects, considered in themselves, but also by the state of, the nature of, the given historical moment”¹ — for the sequence of the links, their form, their interrelations, and the differences among them are by no means as simple and crude as those of a chain forged by a blacksmith. In directing war, the director of a war likewise must “hold the whole chain” and must also “find the special link within the chain, and seize this link with all his might,” in order the better to hold the entire chain, and guide the overall situation of the war toward victorious development. To achieve this step requires learning to deal dialectically with the relationship between the overall situation and partial situations of the war, so that one can bring about a change in the balance of forces between the enemy and ourselves that is favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, and seize victory in the war.



3. Focusing on Distinctive Features and Development

There are absolutely no two wars in the world that are exactly identical; every war’s circumstances have their own particularities, and therefore its laws also each have their own distinctive features. Therefore, to study and grasp the laws of war guidance, one must focus on their distinctive features and focus on their development, neither rigidly clinging to and mechanically copying general laws of war, nor mechanically transplanting the special laws of war of a different time, a different place, or a different character. In this respect, our army’s history of warfare has produced profound lessons. During



① Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 27, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 252.

the agrarian revolutionary war period, some held that it would suffice merely to study the general laws of war, and thereupon copied wholesale the military regulations published by the Nationalist government and its military schools, themselves copied from foreign ones; some held that it would suffice merely to study the experience of the Russian revolutionary war, and thereupon copied wholesale Soviet army military regulations; and some held that the experience of China’s own Northern Expedition was best, and thereupon copied wholesale its experience of driving straight in and seizing large cities. These practices at times brought enormous losses to the Soviet areas and the Red Army. In summing up these lessons, Mao Zedong profoundly pointed out: “In studying the laws for directing wars that occur at different historical stages, that possess different characteristics, or that are conducted in different places or by different nationalities, we must fix our attention on the characteristics and development of each, and must oppose a mechanical approach to the problem of war.”¹

“Distinctive features” and “development” are mutually connected. We say that war is something that develops, because every war possesses new distinctive features; we say that war possesses new distinctive features, because this indicates that war has undergone new development. After human society has been through a war, people always study its lessons of experience, carry forward its strong points, and correct its weaknesses, so that the next war — from war guidance to the actions of war, from technical equipment to methods of combat — will all show some new distinctive features and new development. As war develops, the laws of war and the laws of war guidance likewise necessarily develop along with it. If these distinctive features and this development are not taken seriously, one will become divorced from reality and bring about the failure of the war.

To achieve the focus on distinctive features and the focus on development, one must correctly handle the following three contradictions.

First, the contradiction between military theory and the practice of war.

The talents of the director of a war come from two sources: one is the study of military theory, the other is practical experience. Mao Zedong pointed out: “There is only one kind of real theory in the world, and this is the theory abstracted from objective reality and then verified in objective reality; there is nothing else that can be worthy of the name of the theories that we advocate.”² Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought are theories of precisely this kind, and their military theory is likewise this kind
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of theory; we must earnestly study it, master it thoroughly, grasp its essential spirit, and study its standpoint, viewpoint, and method — this is our ideological weapon for observing problems and solving problems (including military problems), and is our guide for all our work (including military work). Without studying it, one is bound to commit errors — this is a truth proven by countless facts. But the purpose of our study lies entirely in application. To apply it, one must connect it with objective reality. In military affairs, this means using Marxist-Leninist and Mao Zedong Thought theory as one’s guide, investigating and researching the characteristics and development of the actual circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves in a real war, finding the laws of war, applying these laws to guide the war, and, in the practice of war, continually developing the military theory of Marxism.

As for other military theories, ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, there are no shortage of them; although all of them have their class and historical limitations, many works have summed up the experience of war, reflecting the laws of war to differing degrees. Toward these theories too, one must earnestly study them; not studying them is wrong. But study must be combined with critique — that is, on the basis of one’s own practical experience, one must absorb their essence and discard their dross, and by no means swallow them uncritically, whole and undigested. Even a military theory proven correct by history must be adapted, enriched, and developed in light of today’s actual conditions of warfare.

Mao Zedong pointed out: “All the military laws or military theories of a somewhat principled nature are the products of a certain historical stage and possess a relative truth within the given historical limitations; if we do not add anything but repeat them mechanically, we shall be committing the error of dogmatism. However, we must study military laws that have a bearing on earlier stages and that have a bearing on general nature, especially those laws which have a bearing more closely upon a war like the present one, for these are our stepping stone. We should give them careful study, and thinking things through, draw inferences from one instance and apply the resulting knowledge to other cases.”¹ Military theory comes from the practice of war and, in turn, guides the practice of war; one must earnestly study it, otherwise one may commit the error of empiricism in military affairs. Yet the practice of war is the sole standard for testing military theory, and it is the sole source for developing military theory; one must, in one’s own practice of war, test military theory and develop military theory. To take military theory
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divorced from the current practice of war and everywhere apply it mechanically as rigid dogma is to commit the error of military dogmatism. Both errors cause the subjective and the objective to become split apart, and it is impossible, in either case, correctly to know and apply the laws of actual warfare to guide war.

Second, the contradiction between inheritance and development.

Our army is a revolutionary army with a glorious tradition, a heroic army that has fought courageously and skillfully and won great victories; it has experienced a long period of revolutionary war, and has a rich experience of war, purchased with the blood of countless revolutionary martyrs. This experience consists mainly of experience of victory, but also of lessons of defeat; both are precious assets of our army, which we must cherish greatly, study earnestly, research from every angle, systematize it and make it theoretical, find within it what has the character of a law, and pass it on as tradition, using it for education, educating the troops, so that it may be inherited and carried forward. If one denies the historical experience of our army, dismisses it as utterly worthless, adopts an attitude of historical nihilism toward our army’s experience, refuses to study it, and denies the inheritability of the experience of war, this is a non-scientific subjectivism out of keeping with objective reality, and one must guard against and overcome it.

However, one must also see clearly that our army’s historical experience was obtained under given conditions of time, place, and circumstance, and has its historical limitations. As regards our army’s future war of resistance to aggression, time has moved forward, and today’s China is vastly different from the China of history: politically, China has changed from a semi-colonial, semi-feudal country into a socialist country, has established a unified people’s democratic dictatorship state power, and has achieved the great unity of all the ethnic nationalities of the whole country; economically, it has changed from a poor, backward, semi-colonial, semi-feudal economy into a socialist economy of initial prosperity, and has step by step established an independent, relatively complete industrial system and national economic system; militarily, our army has developed from a single ground force into a combined-arms force including the navy, air force, and other technical branches; internationally, the Chinese people have stood up, standing tall among the nations of the world. In respect to the political, economic, military, and other conditions of the enemy our army will face, there have likewise been great changes. As the situations of the two sides of a war develop and change, the laws of war and the laws of war guidance will necessarily have new distinctive features and new developments; therefore, relying solely on past experience of war is no longer sufficient — one must strengthen research into the distinctive features and development of future war, so as to be equal to the needs

of future war. If one disregards the new distinctive features of the war situation and the new developments in the laws of war, allows one’s thinking to become rigid and self-satisfied, and affirms everything about our army’s historical experience without permitting the slightest change, this too is a non-scientific subjectivism out of keeping with objective actual circumstances, and one must guard against and overcome it as well.

In sum, our army’s historical experience must be inherited, but it must be developed on the basis of inheritance — this is one aspect. On the other hand, inheritance is not inheritance of everything, but rather inheritance under the guidance of development. Only by dialectically unifying inheritance and development can one achieve the identity of the subjective and the objective, explore new laws, and correctly guide war.

Third, the contradiction between learning from foreign war experience and our own army’s practice of war.

Foreign experience of war likewise comes from the practice of war, purchased at the price of blood. This experience, of course, has the particularity of the circumstances of the war of that foreign country; but the general is necessarily present within the particular, and within these particularities there will necessarily be general elements applicable to us. In particular, because of the historical conditions of our army, we still have relatively little experience of modernized warfare, and are especially lacking in experience of large-scale, three-dimensional, combined-arms coordinated operations of the various services and branches — this all the more increases the necessity and urgency of our studying foreign experience of war.

Because every country in the world, and especially the great hegemonic powers, all give priority to applying the new achievements of natural science to military affairs, science and technology have already become an important factor in fighting capacity; in this respect, our country, since the founding of New China, has made great progress, but is still relatively backward compared with countries advanced in science and technology. The development of technical weaponry necessarily brings about changes in methods of combat. As for things in which we ourselves have no experience, or lack experience — foreign countries already have experience in this area — why should we not learn from it? Must we really use our own blood, once again, to purchase this experience? Mao Zedong required that, regarding things of which we are ourselves ignorant and do not understand, we should learn from foreign countries. This shows that we must learn from foreign experience of war, and must attach importance to learning it. Not to learn, or to oppose learning, is entirely mistaken.

The question is what attitude and what method to adopt in learning. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Our policy is to learn from the strong points of all nations and all countries, learn all that is genuinely good in the political, economic,

scientific, technological, literary, and artistic fields. But we must study with an analytical and critical eye, not blindly, and we must not copy everything indiscriminately or transplant mechanically. Their shortcomings and weaknesses, of course, are not to be learned.”¹ This is to say that in learning foreign experience, one must not learn blindly, but must analyze the objective actual circumstances concretely, learn their strong points, not learn their weaknesses, and must not copy — one must be selective in learning. As for things we ourselves do not understand, must we first learn to understand them? If we do not understand and learn them, how can we distinguish strengths from weaknesses? Even for questions we have already come to understand clearly, we must still analyze and critique them in the course of learning; without learning, the precondition for analysis and critique is lost. We learn this experience for the sake of applying it to the practice of future war, and it must accept the test of that practice. Therefore, in learning foreign experience, we must proceed both from present actual circumstances and take future development into account.

In criticizing the Wang Ming line’s wholesale copying of Soviet experience, Mao Zedong pointed out: “What they did not know was that the laws and regulations of the Soviet Union embody the specific characteristics of the Soviet civil war and of the Soviet Red Army, and that if we copy and apply them without permitting the slightest change, it is as if ‘cutting the feet to fit the shoes’ and we shall be defeated.”² This is to say that foreign experience of war all has its own particularity, belonging to special laws of war. Our own Chinese revolutionary war likewise has its own inherent particularity, and its own special laws. To rigidly transplant a foreign special law of war onto the particularity of China’s revolutionary war is logically inconsistent, and defeat is inevitable. Therefore, to learn foreign experience of war, one must, within its particularity, find those elements possessing general applicability to China’s war circumstances, and, according to the distinctive features of China’s war circumstances, find the laws inherently peculiar to it, in order to guide war — only this is correct. The so-called “must not learn blindly” means: when learning foreign experience of war, one must certainly be selective in learning — one can neither affirm everything nor deny everything; one can only, according to the distinctive features and development of our own army’s future war of resistance to aggression, affirm what is usable and deny what is unusable, adding what is peculiarly our own — only this is the correct attitude and method.

To sum up, focusing on distinctive features and focusing on development means, fundamentally, proceeding from the
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actual circumstances of the war. Whether it is military theory reflecting general laws of war, or military theory reflecting special laws of war; whether it is our army’s own historical experience, or foreign experience of war; whether it is the experience of victory, or the experience of defeat — for one who is skilled at learning, all are treasures beyond price. So-called “being skilled at learning” means combining the study of military theory and experience of war with the actual circumstances of our army’s future war of resistance to aggression, earnestly investigating and researching the actual circumstances in every respect of both sides of the war, its distinctive features, exploring its laws, applying them in the practice of war preparation, training, and military science research, coming to know and to practice repeatedly, gradually correcting, enriching, and testing and perfecting them in the practice of future war, gradually approaching the truth. This further explains that the core of researching and grasping the laws of war guidance is the unity of the subjective and the objective. So long as one carries this point through, one will be able to correctly grasp the laws of war guidance, and will be able to win victory. If one violates this point, one will be unable to grasp the laws of war guidance, and will commit errors and be defeated. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Why does one make mistakes subjectively? It is because the arrangements and directions of the war or combat operation are not suited to the circumstances of the time and place, because subjective guidance does not accord with objective reality, is out of step with it — or, one might say, because the contradiction between the subjective and the objective has not been resolved.”¹ This precisely shows, from the negative side, the essence of the laws of war guidance. The Wang Ming opportunist line, which brought disaster to China’s revolutionary war — practicing adventurism on the offensive, conservatism on the defensive, and flightism in retreat — once placed our army in a most dangerous predicament. Mao Zedong, from the standpoint of the theory of knowledge, criticized their errors: “Idealism and mechanical materialism, opportunism and adventurism, are all characterized by the breach between the subjective and the objective, by the separation of knowledge and practice. The Marxist-Leninist epistemology, based on dialectical materialism and characterized by scientific social practice, cannot but resolutely oppose these erroneous ideologies.”² The experience of victory and the lessons of defeat both, again and again, tell us that the laws of war guidance not only exist, but must be vigorously and earnestly studied. This is the glorious task entrusted to us by the great mission of defending the motherland.



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 163. ② Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 272.








Chapter Three: The Dialectical Relationship between Offense and Defense

Offense and defense are the two most basic forms of combat operations in war. In order to achieve their expected objectives, the two hostile sides of a war, according to the objective circumstances of the war, either use offense to overcome the other side’s defense, or use defense to resist the other side’s offense. The repetition of these two forms of combat operations pervades the entirety of war and runs through it from beginning to end. Therefore, correctly understanding the dialectical relationship between offense and defense, and thereby organically combining offense and defense, is of the utmost importance for guiding war to victory.


I. Offense and Defense Are the Basic Forms of the Motion of War

Mao Zedong once pointed out: “As with all wars in Chinese and world history, the basic forms of fighting in the civil war in China are offensive and defensive warfare.”¹ That is to say, the contradictory motion of war is expressed through these two basic forms of combat operations, offense and defense.


1. Offense and Defense Are the Two Most Basic Means for Realizing the Purpose of War

The purpose of war is to destroy the enemy and preserve oneself. To realize this purpose, the most basic means are offense and defense. Apart from the means of offense and defense, the purpose of destroying the enemy and preserving oneself becomes a fantasy incapable of realization; conversely, without the purpose of destroying the enemy and preserving oneself, the means of offense and defense lose the basis for their existence. The offense-defense means of combat operations and the war purpose of destroying the enemy and preserving oneself exist and function only in mutual connection with one another.



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 178.

Destroying the enemy and preserving oneself is one pair of contradictions; offense and defense is another pair of contradictions. These two pairs of contradictions in turn constitute a further pair of contradictions between each other — namely the contradictory relationship between the purpose of war and the means of combat operations. Considered in terms of offense and defense on the one hand, and destroying the enemy and preserving oneself on the other, these are two distinct pairs of contradictions. The connections between the different aspects of these two pairs of contradictions are likewise concrete, not abstract. Offense is directly aimed at destroying the enemy, while at the same time it is also a means of preserving oneself. In the course of war, only through offense can one destroy the enemy in large numbers, and thereby also effectively preserve oneself. Defense, meanwhile, is directly aimed at preserving oneself, but at the same time it is also a means of wearing down the enemy and assisting offense in destroying the enemy. Only through defense can one avoid heavy casualties and inflict a certain amount of damage on the enemy, thereby creating the conditions for counter-offense and offense. Therefore, whether offense or defense, both, in terms of the purpose they pursue, serve to destroy the enemy and preserve oneself. However, in terms of the direct connection through which each realizes its purpose, a difference exists between offense and defense. This shows the multiplicity of the concrete connections between these two pairs of contradictions — the purpose of war and the means of combat operations.

Within the purpose of war, the two aspects of the contradiction — destroying the enemy and preserving oneself — each take the existence and development of the other as the precondition for their own existence and development; the two complement each other. One cannot imagine that, for victory in war, it would suffice only to destroy the enemy without needing to preserve oneself, or only to preserve oneself without needing to destroy the enemy. This determines that, as the means for realizing the purpose of war, the two aspects of the contradiction — offense and defense — are likewise each other’s mutual precondition for existence, and complement each other; it is impossible to want only offense and not defense, or only defense and not offense. Only the organic combination of the two aspects, offense and defense, can realize the purpose of war.

As already discussed above, within the purpose of war, destroying the enemy is primary and preserving oneself is secondary. This primary and secondary status is relative, and under given conditions the two can be transformed into one another. This in turn determines that, as the means for realizing this purpose, offense is primary and defense is secondary; the primary and secondary status of the two is likewise relative, and under given conditions they too can be transformed into one another. However, the means of combat operations also has a reciprocal effect on the purpose of war. This is expressed in two ways: first, when the means of combat operations meets the demands of the actual circumstances of the war, it can promote and

drive forward the realization of the purpose of war. For example, in China’s revolutionary war, the combination of a strategically protracted, interior-line defensive form of combat operations with a fast-decision, exterior-line offensive form of combat operations at the campaign and tactical level promoted the victory of China’s revolutionary war. Second, when the form of combat operations does not meet the demands of the actual circumstances of the war, it will cause the war to suffer setbacks, and may even bring about failure, so that the purpose of the war cannot be achieved. For example, in the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign of the agrarian revolutionary war period, adventurism in offense and conservatism in defense, and flightism upon retreat, once placed China’s revolutionary war in a perilous condition, until the Zunyi Conference corrected this error and, by using forms of combat operations suited to the actual circumstances, turned around the dangerous situation and arrived victoriously in northern Shaanxi. The practice of war amply proves that offense and defense are the two most basic means for realizing the purpose of war, and moreover that the internal contradictory relationship of the purpose of war determines the internal contradictory relationship of the form of combat operations.



2. Offense and Defense Are the Expressive Forms of War’s Existence

To destroy the enemy and preserve oneself is the purpose of war, and it is also war’s nature. It runs through every war and through the entire course of every single war. This in turn determines that the two forms of combat operations, offense and defense, must necessarily run through the entire course of every war and every single war. An individual soldier’s offense and defense are expressed through various weapons and equipment and tactical actions; a battle or campaign has its offense and defense; the overall situation of a war has strategic offense and defense; there is offense and defense in various geographical conditions on land; there is offense and defense of various sea areas, surface waters, subsurface waters, and coastlines at sea; there is offense and defense of various airspace and outer-space domains in the air; and there is offense and defense in coordination among land, sea, and air. Every weapon, every technology, every strategy and tactic, and every military stratagem is used either for offense or for defense, or serves both offense and defense at once. In the course of war, this contradiction of offense and defense is present everywhere and at all times. The process of war is precisely the process in which the two opposing sides use offense and defense to conduct intense confrontation against each other: the beginning of a war is the beginning of offense and defense; the development of a war is the development of offense and defense; and the end of a war is the cessation of offense and defense. So long as there is war, there must necessarily be offense and defense. The offense-defense confrontation of armed violence between the two hostile sides is precisely an important mark of the special qualitative determinacy possessed by this special form of social activity that is war. Therefore, within the domain of war, there is no such thing as war apart from offense and defense, nor is there such a thing as offense and defense apart from war. It can be seen that offense and

defense are the expressive forms of war’s existence. The existence of war is expressed through these two forms, offense and defense.



3. Offense and Defense Are the Common Character of All Forms of Combat Operations

Forms of combat operations are many and varied, extremely complex, but in the final analysis they all come down to offense and defense. Whatever form of combat operations it may be, it belongs either to offense or to defense. Our defense is relative to the enemy’s offense; our offense is relative to the enemy’s defense. Pursuit is a continuation of offense, belonging to the category of offense; retreat is an intermediary in the shift from defense to offense, and still belongs to the category of defense. Therefore, the basic forms of combat operations are only these two, offense and defense; all other forms evolve out of offense and defense. This shows that forms of combat operations possess both multiplicity and unity, being a unity of the two. Unity is the common character of forms of combat operations; multiplicity is the individuality of forms of combat operations. Unity exists within multiplicity, and multiplicity is the concrete expression of unity. To speak only of unity without speaking of multiplicity becomes empty talk divorced from reality; to speak only of multiplicity without speaking of unity becomes something divorced from theory, blindly practiced — both are metaphysical.

Forms of combat operations are a multi-layered, systematic whole. The nature of war (destroying the enemy and preserving oneself), as content, has offense and defense as its expressive form — this is the first level of forms of combat operations. But the boundary between form and content is not absolute, but relative. That is to say, the form of one content can be transformed into the content of another form. Offense and defense are the forms taken by the content that is the nature of war, but offense and defense are not abstract, but concrete; therefore offense and defense, as content, require their own expressive forms — these are mobile warfare, positional warfare, and guerrilla warfare (hereafter abbreviated as the “three types of warfare”). That is to say, offense and defense are expressed through the offensive and defensive forms of the “three types of warfare.” This is the second level of forms of combat operations. The “three types of warfare” are likewise not abstract, but still have their own concrete expressive forms. Therefore, the “three types of warfare,” as content, are expressed in the form of concrete offensive and defensive tactics for different weapons, different times, and different regions. This is the third level of forms of combat operations. This is what every war, or every single concrete war, actually experiences in the guidance of war. First one must determine whether the strategy of the war is defense or offense, along with an estimate of the stages of strategic development; next

one must determine the relationship among the “three types of warfare,” and how they are to be concretely applied; only then can one proceed to the application of the concrete offensive and defensive tactics of each of the “three types of warfare.” These three levels form a process of thought moving from abstract offense and defense to concrete offense and defense; this process of thought is precisely the objective reflection of the dialectical law of content and form. Between every two of these three levels, there exists the dialectical relationship in which content determines form, while form has a reciprocal effect on content; those who guide war must consciously grasp this — mishandling even one link will bring disadvantage and loss to the war.

Above, we have examined the nature of offense and defense from the standpoint of the means for realizing the purpose of war, the expressive form of war’s existence, and the common character of all forms of combat operations. It is precisely this nature that determines that offense and defense are the basic forms of the motion of war.




II. Offense and Defense Are a Unity of Opposites

Offense and defense are the two mutually contradictory aspects inherent within the form of combat operations; the two are at once opposed and at once unified. Opposition is absolute, unity is relative; the two sides are at once mutually connected and mutually confrontational, driving forward the change and development of war and of the form of combat operations itself.

The contradiction between offense and defense has two different circumstances: one circumstance is the contradiction between the two hostile sides in their mutual use of offense and defense — that is, the enemy uses offense against our defense, and we use defense against the enemy’s offense; or the enemy uses defense against our offense, and we use offense against the enemy’s defense — forming an intense confrontational conflict. The other circumstance is the contradiction between the two forms of combat operations, offense and defense, as employed by one side in a war. These two circumstances of the offense-defense contradiction are both mutually connected and mutually constraining, presenting the multiplicity and complexity of the motion of the offense-defense contradiction.

Therefore, understanding the opposition and unity of the offense-defense contradiction, as well as the complexity of the motion of the offense-defense contradiction, and grasping the internal essential connection of offense and defense, is extremely important for how the director of a war grasps the unity of offense and defense from within their opposition, and grasps the opposition of offense and defense from within their unity, thereby consciously combining offense and defense organically and seizing victory in war.


1. The Opposition of the Offense-Defense Contradiction

The opposition of offense and defense refers to the mutual exclusion and mutual opposition between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction.

Offense and defense are two opposed forms of combat operations, differing in character.

Offense is the form of combat operations in which the army actively attacks the enemy. Defense, by contrast, is the form of combat operations in which the army passively resists the enemy’s offense. In character, offense and defense are opposed — they are two directly confrontational forms of combat operations. Speaking of the two sides in combat, one side that goes on the offense has, opposing it, a side that is on the defense; offense is the form of combat operations adopted in order to break through and destroy the other side’s defense. Conversely, one side that goes on the defense has, opposing it, a side that is on the offense; defense is the form of combat operations adopted in order to resist and withstand the other side’s offense. If both sides jointly adopted defense, there would be no offense-defense contradiction, and the war could not be fought at all. In the Second World War, before Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, the Soviet army had once contemplated meeting offense with offense, but in actual practice, always one side takes the offense and the other side takes the defense. Counter-offense is an intermediary by which defense turns into offense, and still belongs to the category of defense — this is because, at the stage of strategic counter-offense, the offensive side still basically remains in a position of strategic offense, not yet having shifted to strategic defense. Only when the offensive side shifts strategically into defense can the defensive side’s counter-offense become strategic offense. This is precisely what strategic defense aims at, and it is also precisely where the positive element of defense lies. Therefore, strategic counter-offense is the final stage of strategic defense, and moreover the most brilliant and most active stage. But it does not belong to the category of offense; rather it is the eve of strategic offense. Some wars have a stalemate stage — this is a stalemated battle situation formed after a period of offense-defense confrontation, in which the offensive side no longer has the strength to continue offense, while the defensive side, too, is for the time being unable to counter-offense. Its basic characteristic is that the strength of the two sides in the war is basically balanced. But this stalemate is not a matter of both sides sitting idle without action; rather, both sides continue to attack and defend against each other, wearing down the other side while building up their own strength — it is just that the scale of this offense-defense is comparatively small, having a localized character, so that the front lines remain relatively fixed and the overall situation of the war does not change greatly. So long as the offensive side replenishes new strength, it will continue to go on the offense; or once the defensive side’s counter-offense preparations are ready, it will shift into counter-offense. It can be seen that the stalemate stage has a distinctly transitional character —

not only is its interior full of localized mutual offense and defense, but it is also preparing to transition into offense and defense of an overall nature — and it is by no means the case that both sides jointly adopt defense. Some wars end in surrender without fighting — this too is not a matter of there being only offense and no defense. “Surrendering without fighting” itself shows that there is an offensive side. That the defending side does “not fight” does not mean it has no defense; the reason the offensive side goes on the offense is precisely a form of combat operations adopted in response to the other side’s defense — it is only that this defense was not unfolded and implemented. Moreover, the offensive side will necessarily carry out various forms of destruction and annihilation against the surrendering side’s defensive forces and defensive measures. It can be seen that offense without defense does not exist. Speaking of one side in a war, when it adopts offense as its primary mode, it in effect thereby excludes defense as primary; and vice versa. It is precisely because the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction have this mutually exclusive character that they are each able, in the course of war, to define their own existence and to constitute, with the other side, the offense-defense contradictory relationship of war. If one cannot see this opposition between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction — that is, the qualitative determinacy of offense and of defense, each in its own right — one will obliterate the boundary between offense and defense, denying the objective existence of the offense-defense contradiction. This does not accord with the actual circumstances of war.

The effect of offense and defense on the outcome of victory or defeat in war is opposed.

To seize final victory in war, offense must negate defense in order to achieve its goal. Concretely speaking, this means that the defending side must negate its own defense and shift to offense, and force the enemy to shift into defense and negate his defense, in order to achieve final victory; if one cannot negate one’s own defense and shift into offense, defeat is inevitable in the end. Therefore, with respect to the final victory or defeat of a war, offense and defense have mutually opposed effects. This is precisely the basis, in our understanding, for our upholding active defense (that is, defense conducted for the sake of counter-offense and offense) and opposing passive defense (that is, defense conducted merely for the sake of defense itself). Engels said: “Victory has always resulted from offensive action.”¹ In our army’s War of Liberation, had we been content merely with the great victory of the strategic defensive stage, without promptly negating strategic defense and transforming it into strategic offense, without advancing into the Central Plains, without waging war in the areas ruled by the Nationalists, without launching the three great decisive campaigns, and without carrying out strategic pursuit, in order to negate the enemy’s



① Collected Works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 12, People’s Publishing House, 1962 ed., p. 126.

defense — then there would certainly have been no final victory in the War of Liberation.

The effect of offense on the final victory of a war is affirmative, but it is also conditional. Only when timing, strength, and posture are favorable to offense can offense be undertaken. Whether or not to adopt offensive action in combat depends not only on the subjective willingness to go on the offense, but, more importantly, on whether the objective conditions for offense are in place. The subjective desire for offense and the objective conditions for offense mutually constrain one another. On the one hand, one must actively create favorable conditions for offense, seize favorable opportunities, and decisively go on the offense, giving full play to the role of offense; on the other hand, when the conditions for offense are not present, one must not negate defense, and should decisively abandon offense. If one sees only the role of offense, mechanically applying the principle of “offense first,” without distinguishing superior from inferior strength, without distinguishing time or place, and unconditionally launches offense across the board, one will run into a wall. In our army’s fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign during the agrarian revolutionary war period, the Wang Ming line, on the pretext of the theory that “revolutionary war is offensive war,” opposed the Red Army’s strategic defense, blindly and recklessly went on the offense, and, when the offense suffered setbacks, then swung to passive defense — with the result that the entire Central Revolutionary Base Area was lost. During the War of Resistance against Japan, Lin Biao put forward the notion of “unconditional offense, conditional defense.” Mao Zedong at the time sharply criticized this view, pointing out: “The phrase ‘unconditional offense’ is inappropriate — offense too is conditional, but offense is primary, fundamental, and central.”¹ It can be seen that conditions are extremely important for offense.

The effect of defense on final victory is negative, but one cannot arbitrarily deny the indispensable role of defense in the course of a war. The final victory or defeat of a war is often decided only after the repeated back-and-forth of offense and defense in the course of the war. Offense cannot substitute for defense’s primary role of preserving oneself, nor can defense substitute for offense’s primary role of destroying the enemy. Without the repeated contention of offense and defense in the course of the war, the final outcome of the attacker winning and the defender losing could not come about. Therefore, in the course of a war, one must not only stress offense, but must also stress defense. This is because defense in the course of a war is also carried out for the sake of



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong (internal edition), Soldiers’ Press, 1981 ed., p. 117.

realizing the outcome of the war through offense (including pursuit) as its goal.

The advantages and disadvantages of offense and defense are also opposed to each other.

The advantage of offense, compared with defense, is that it is more active — it can concentrate forces to a high degree, forming a point of main effort, striking at one point of the defense while containing the rest. Defense, by contrast, finds it difficult to judge where the offense’s point of main effort will fall, and is forced to set up defenses in many places, dispersing its strength across many fronts. In the Second World War, France’s defeat within forty-four days had, as one of its critical causes, precisely the fact that it adopted a passive defensive strategy, and misjudged the direction of the German army’s main thrust, thereby finding itself in a passive position, beaten wherever struck. Offense can also make use of the exterior-line factor of comparatively less restricted space, rapidly maneuvering and flexibly transferring its forces, so that the same force can bring into play a greater combat effectiveness. In the counter-offensive stage of the Central Red Army’s second counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign, marching seven hundred li in fifteen days, it made full use of the mobility of offense, gave full play to the power of people’s war, and enabled the weak and small Red Army to bring into play a high degree of effectiveness, winning five consecutive battles and destroying an enemy twice its size. Offense can also, according to the objective conditions of the war, freely choose the timing and manner of action, concealing its own intentions, deceiving the other side, and achieving surprise by striking when least expected. Compared with offense, defense tends to disperse its forces more easily, and, in particular, because defense is often restricted, within a given period of time, to holding a given piece of territory, its scope of mobility is not great, which affects the transfer and full deployment of its forces, and makes it easy for it to suffer surprise attack — clearly making it more passive than offense. The initiative of offense is favorable to destroying the enemy in large numbers, and is favorable to it playing a decisive role in seizing final victory in the war.

The advantage of defense is that, being in a position of self-defense, it easily arouses the national sentiment, class consciousness, and patriotic spirit of the popular masses, gains the support and material and manpower assistance of the popular masses, and gains the sympathy and support of peace-loving peoples of the world — politically, it enjoys much support. Offense, by contrast, must bear the responsibility for having provoked the war, easily meeting with the opposition of the people at home and the condemnation of international public opinion — politically, it is isolated. Militarily, defense, compared with offense, is able to gain more assistance from geographical conditions. It can choose its position in advance, relying on high mountains and narrow defiles, strategic passes and difficult roads, man-made obstacles, and solid fortifications, to conceal itself, to await the exhausted enemy at its ease, and to greatly reduce the casualties inflicted upon it by the enemy. At the same time it can, as much as possible, increase the difficulty of the enemy’s offense, forcing him to expose himself, and inflicting still greater losses upon him. Defense also has the advantage of being familiar with

the local environment and roads, being suited to the local climate, and having conditions favorable for rear-area resupply. These conditions make it possible for defense to economize on forces, using few to strike many. In the history of our army’s wars, because of the revolutionary and just character of our war, we correctly adopted the policy of strategic defense, and were thereby able to use few to withstand many, to overcome the strong with the weak. In the War of Liberation, one of our divisions on average resisted the offense of 1.9 divisions of Chiang’s forces; in the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, one of our divisions on average resisted the offense of 1.5 enemy divisions. In the Battle of Shangganling [Triangle Hill], the Chinese People’s Volunteers committed a force of over 40,000 troops and, relying on positional defense, tenaciously withstood the ferocious offense of more than three enemy divisions, totaling over 60,000 men, more than 300 artillery pieces, over 170 tanks, and more than 3,000 aircraft sorties. From the above battle examples it can be seen that, to win victory in war, one must not only see the great role of political factors, but must also pay attention to the respective advantages and disadvantages of the offensive and defensive forms of combat operations. The advantage of defense in using few to withstand many makes it possible for any army, under unfavorable conditions, to shift into defense. A weak army, by making use of defense, can gain time, preserve its forces, wear down its opponent, wait for the opportunity to counter-offense, and often turn defeat into victory, taking the initiative after the enemy has struck first.

From the above it can be seen that the advantages and disadvantages of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are mutually opposed: the advantage of offense is the disadvantage of defense, and the advantage of defense is the disadvantage of offense — this is a necessary phenomenon arising from the confrontational nature of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction. It is precisely because the advantages and disadvantages of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are opposed that one can make use of the advantages of defense to counter the disadvantages of offense, and make use of the advantages of offense to overcome the disadvantages of defense.



2. The Unity of the Offense-Defense Contradiction

The unity of offense and defense refers to the internal, organic, indivisible connection between these two opposed aspects, offense and defense — that is, the mutual dependence and mutual transformation between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction.

The two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are mutually dependent.

The mutual dependence between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction, offense and defense, means that offense and defense each take the other’s existence as the precondition for their own existence: without offense, there is no defense; without defense, there is likewise no offense. Offense depends on defense for its existence, and defense depends on offense for its existence. The existence and development of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are conditioned upon the existence and development of the other side; take away either side, and the offense-defense contradiction ceases to exist. The opposition of the offense-defense contradiction takes the

mutual dependence and mutual condition of both sides, coexisting in a unity.

The role of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction in war is also mutually dependent. Within the unity of the offense-defense contradiction, offense is the primary aspect of the contradiction, playing the primary role. Defense is the secondary aspect of the contradiction, playing an auxiliary role. The two aspects are mutually dependent, closely connected. The offense that plays the primary role cannot do without the defense that plays the auxiliary role; the defense that plays the auxiliary role likewise cannot do without the offense that plays the primary role. The Tang-dynasty Chinese military strategist Li Jing once pointed out: “Offense is the pivot of defense; defense is the strategy of offense — both alike return to victory.”¹ That is to say, offense is the turning point and the objective of defense; defense, in turn, is the strategy and the means of offense. The two aspects of the offense-defense contradiction are mutually dependent upon each other in the realization of the purpose of war.

In the offense-defense confrontation of the two sides of a war, offense cannot do without defense. In war there is no such thing as absolute offense; without the assistance of defense, offense cannot be realized. Without a defense that resists many with few, one cannot concentrate a superior force, creating the condition of striking few with many in offense. Without the defense that protects the flanks and rear of offensive units, one cannot relieve offense of its worries about what lies behind it, and cannot smoothly develop the offense. Without adopting defensive means to contain a secondary direction, or to block reinforcements coming to the enemy’s aid, one cannot maintain a superior force in the main direction and against the main objective, and cannot seize victory. When the relative strength of the enemy and ourselves is greatly disparate, if, under conditions that permit it, we do not give up certain places and take a step back first, we cannot disperse the enemy, or wear down the enemy in mobile warfare, causing the enemy to expose his weak points, making it convenient for us to attack the enemy at a favorable time and place. When offense reaches a pause, if we do not promptly shift into defense, we cannot consolidate the gains of offense, and continue to organize and develop offense. When offense meets a setback, if we do not rely on defense to consolidate our position, we cannot reorganize our forces to carry out offense again. When an unexpected unfavorable situation arises, and offense holds no hope of success, or may even suffer a reverse, if we do not decisively shift into defense, or even retreat, we cannot preserve our forces and await the opportunity to go on the offense. Even in strategic pursuit, according to the experience of our War of Liberation, if we only attack frontally, without adopting large encirclement and enveloping maneuvers to insert ourselves behind the enemy, using a portion of
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our forces to complete the encirclement first, using defensive means to block the fleeing enemy, and then turning back to strike, we cannot completely annihilate the enemy. Even in offensive weaponry, one cannot do without the assistance of defense. When the United States invaded Vietnam, bombers protected by electronic jamming equipment had a survival rate of 70–80 percent, while bombers not carrying electronic jamming equipment had a survival rate of only 25 percent. It can be seen that, without the assistance of defense, offense finds it difficult to proceed smoothly.

Nor can defense do without offense. Engels expressly pointed out: “the most effective form of defence is still that in which blows are returned as vigorously as they are received”¹ — that is, active defense conducted by offensive means. He also said: “Defence is not to be merely passive, but should draw strength from a state of motion, and should, whenever an opportunity presents itself, at once assume the offensive”² Thus it can be seen that, apart from defense aimed at counter-offense and offense, defense becomes passive defense, and is bound to be defeated. Without offense at the campaign and tactical level, defense at the strategic level cannot be realized. In the face of a powerful enemy’s offense, one ought strategically to be on the defense; but if one relies purely on defense, without the coordination of offense, no strategic defensive mission can be accomplished. In campaign and combat operations, when the offensive enemy breaks through the defense, without resolute counterattacks and counter-thrusts, one cannot consolidate the defense. When the flank or rear of the offensive enemy is exposed or vacant, if one does not seize the opportunity to attack the enemy, one cannot break up the enemy’s offense and expand the fruits of defense. If, behind enemy lines, one does not mobilize the militia, and guerrilla forces do not continually harass the enemy’s rear, disrupting communications, cutting off supplies, and attacking the enemy through various means, one cannot relieve the pressure and burden on the frontal defense. When the enemy’s offense meets a setback, and he becomes exhausted and weakened, and attempts to withdraw, if one does not promptly organize a counterattack, one cannot achieve total victory in defense. Napoleon likewise said: “The whole art of war consists in a well-reasoned and circumspect defensive, followed by rapid and audacious attack.”³ When defense has completed its
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mission, or when defense fails and needs to withdraw, and conditions permit, one must also cover the withdrawal with offense (counter-thrusts, counterattacks, or even ambushes), in order to preserve one’s forces and reduce losses.

The two sides of the offense-defense contradiction — offense as primary, defense as auxiliary — combine primary and auxiliary into one entity. Offense cannot do without defense, and defense cannot do without offense; offense contains defense, and defense contains offense; the two mutually depend on and complement each other. Therefore, to isolate and separate offense and defense, seeing only the opposition of offense and defense while failing to see their unity, attacking purely for the sake of attacking and thereby losing defense, or defending purely for the sake of defending and thereby losing offense, one-sidedly and in isolation stressing offense, or one-sidedly and in isolation stressing defense — these are all metaphysical, and their consequence will necessarily be the failure of the war. In guiding China’s revolutionary war, Mao Zedong attached extremely great importance to the dialectical relationship of mutual dependence between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction; while stressing offense, he did not neglect defense, holding that “revolution and revolutionary war are offensive, but they also involve defense and retreat — this way of putting it is entirely correct.”¹ And while stressing defense, he also attached great importance to offense: “defending in order to attack, and retreating in order to advance.”² Mao Zedong profoundly revealed the mutually dependent relationship of the offense-defense contradiction, and was thereby skilled at using offense and defense in combination, so that primary and auxiliary complemented each other and reinforced one another — this was precisely one of the important reasons why he guided China’s revolutionary war through a hundred battles without a single defeat.

The advantages and disadvantages of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are also mutually dependent. The advantage of offense comes from the disadvantage of defense; the disadvantage of offense comes from the advantage of defense, and vice versa. Neither offense nor defense has an absolute advantage, nor an absolute disadvantage; advantage brings disadvantage, and disadvantage brings advantage; within advantage there is disadvantage, and within disadvantage there is advantage. The two sides of advantage and disadvantage exist in mutual comparison, are mutually dependent, and are mutually cause and effect of each other. In guiding war, with regard to offense and defense, one ought to see both advantages and disadvantages together, neither seeing only the advantages and not the disadvantages, nor seeing only the disadvantages and not the advantages, but fully utilizing and bringing into play the advantageous aspects while avoiding and reducing the disadvantageous aspects. This principle, that the advantages and disadvantages of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are mutually dependent, is precisely one of the bases, in war guidance, for cultivating strengths and avoiding weaknesses, and for pursuing advantage while avoiding harm.



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 180. ② Same as above.

The mutual dependence of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction is also expressed in the mutual permeation and mutual inclusion of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction. That is to say, offense contains an element of defense, and defense contains an element of offense. Napoleon once said that within defense there is offense, and within offense there is defense. Speaking of one side in a war, according to the actual circumstances of the war, both offensive and defensive means are employed simultaneously, with one designated as primary — achieving offense within defense, and defense within offense. When defense is primary, offense is undertaken for the sake of realizing defense, and defense is undertaken to create the conditions for offense. When offense is primary, defense is undertaken to assist offense, and offense is undertaken in order to make better use of defense to strike the enemy. In the application of offense and defense, only one who understands the principles of offense and is capable of organizing offense will be able to organize and use defense. This is because defense contains an element of offense; defense is for the purpose of resisting offense, and the principles of defense are formulated according to how to resist offense. Likewise, only one who understands the principles of defense and is capable of organizing defense will be able to organize and use offense. This is because offense contains an element of defense; offense is for the purpose of breaking through defense, and the principles of offense are formulated according to how to break through defense. As Clausewitz said: “the rules of defense are based on the rules of the offensive, and vice versa the rules of the offensive are based on the rules of defense.”¹ That is to say, one who studies offense without studying defense will not learn to conduct offense well, or will be unskilled at it; and one who studies defense without studying offense will not learn to conduct defense well, or will be unskilled at it — because offense and defense are mutually constraining.

Speaking of the two sides of a war, in our defense, there is an element of the enemy’s offense, because our defense is relative to the enemy’s offense, and so we must organize our defense according to the enemy’s offense. In our offense, there is an element of the enemy’s defense; because our offense is relative to the enemy’s defense, we must organize our offense according to the enemy’s defense. When the enemy’s offense-defense methods change, our own offense-defense methods must also change correspondingly; and once our own offense-defense methods change, we must further anticipate changes in the enemy’s offense-defense methods. This cycle, repeating again and again, propels the change and development of war. Therefore, one who does not understand the characteristics of the enemy’s offense



① [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Vol. 2, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., p. 506.

will not be able to organize a strong defense; and one who does not understand the characteristics of the enemy’s defense will likewise not be able to organize effective offense. The root of this mistaken understanding lies in a failure to grasp that offense and defense are mutually dependent and mutually constraining. One of the causes of the failure of the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign of the agrarian revolutionary war was that Chiang Kai-shek summed up the experience of the previous four “encirclement and suppression” campaigns, studied the characteristics of the Red Army’s counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaigns, learned from these lessons, and changed his offensive methods — while the leadership of the Wang Ming line, by contrast, did not study the characteristics of the enemy’s offense, nor improve their own methods of defensive combat operations — defeat was therefore inevitable.

The mutual transformation of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction.

That the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction, under given conditions, transform into one another, is also an important aspect of the unity of offense and defense. In war, offense transforming into defense, and defense transforming into offense, is a universally present phenomenon. During the agrarian revolutionary war period, every victory of the Red Army’s counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaigns embodied a process in which the enemy’s offense turned into defense, and our own defense turned into offense. The course of China’s domestic revolutionary war was precisely the long, repeated process of offense-defense transformation between the two hostile sides. At the strategic level, offense-defense transformation is the main mark of the change of strategic stage; in campaign and combat operations, offense-defense transformation is the mark dividing stages of combat operations. Offense-defense transformation has a decisive significance for the process and outcome of strategy, campaigns, and combat.

To say that this transformation has a decisive significance is because offense has a direct connection with the ultimate victorious outcome of the war. Only when defense transforms into offense is there victory in the outcome. Of course, sometimes the defending side escapes the enemy’s “encirclement offensive,” making the enemy’s attack come up empty and fail to achieve the goal of destroying the defenders — this too is a victory. This kind of victory is also important, and is common in the repeated transformation of offense and defense, and must absolutely not be treated lightly. However, this kind of victory can only achieve the goal of not being destroyed by the enemy, in order to preserve oneself, wait for the opportunity, and defeat the enemy — it cannot achieve the goal of destroying the enemy; only by destroying the enemy can one seize final victory, and only thus can one most effectively preserve oneself. Therefore, the victory of escaping the enemy’s “encirclement offensive” has positive significance only when linked to offense. If it becomes detached from offense, and speaks only of “escape” without speaking of offense, then escaping merely for the sake of escaping will turn into flightism, whose outcome will only be defeat, and this so-called “victory” will thereby be negated by itself. The flightism of the Wang Ming line in the latter part of the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign of the agrarian revolutionary war is precisely such

evidence.

The mutual transformation of offense and defense determines the staged character of war. Strategically, in some wars, one side goes on the offense to the very end, ultimately developing into victory; the other side is on the defense to the very end, ultimately heading toward defeat. Without a transformation between offense and defense, a single stage determines the outcome of the war. In some wars, one side, in the course of the war, transforms from offense into defense, ultimately heading toward defeat; while the other side transforms from defense into offense, ultimately developing toward victory. Only when one side transforms from an offensive stage into a defensive stage, and the other side transforms from a defensive stage into an offensive stage, are the two stages sufficient to decide victory or defeat. In some wars, at the outset the offensive side is on the offense and the defensive side is on the defense; then the offensive side, no longer able to develop its offense, shifts to a holding pattern, while the defensive side, unable to counter-offense, moves into preparing to counter-offense, and both sides fight back and forth without either gaining the upper hand, forming a stalemate; finally, the offensive side transforms into defense and retreat, heading toward defeat, while the defensive side transforms into offense, pursuit, and develops toward victory. One side transforms from an offensive stage, through a stalemate stage, into a defensive stage; the other side transforms from a defensive stage, through a stalemate stage, into an offensive stage. These three stages determine victory or defeat. Of course, there are also wars divided into four stages, or even more stages, but the qualitative determinacy dividing the strategic stages is in every case grounded in the transformation of offense and defense. The process and outcome of a war are determined by the mutual transformation of this pair of contradictions, offense and defense.

The mutual transformation of the two opposed sides of the offense-defense contradiction has definite conditions; it is determined by definite objective and subjective conditions. Without definite conditions, offense and defense cannot transform. The objective conditions spoken of here refer to political, economic, military, natural, and other conditions, which, on the battlefield, play a directly decisive role — namely, the comparative strength of the two sides of the war. The side with greater strength holds the initiative and has the strength to go on the offense; the weaker side is passive and must necessarily be on the defense. This is the objective material foundation for offense-defense transformation; it provides the possibility for offense-defense transformation. To turn this possibility into reality depends on the subjective condition — that is, the superiority or inferiority of the ability to guide war. If the side with greater strength has a poor ability to guide war, its offense too will, in the repeated cycle of offense and defense, ultimately transform into defense, ending in defeat. If the side with lesser strength has a high ability to guide war, and is able to bring the role of its existing objective material strength fully into play, its defense too will, in the repeated cycle of offense and defense, ultimately transform into offense, achieving final victory. In China’s revolutionary war, the defeat of Japanese imperialism and the reactionary clique of Chiang Kai-shek, and the ultimate victory of the Chinese people led by the Chinese Communist Party,

is powerful historical testimony to this.

The most important and most difficult problem in mastering the mutual transformation between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction is that of accurately grasping the degree — the critical point — at which this mutual transformation occurs; that is, the moment at which a qualitative change occurs in the comparison of offense-defense strength and the comparison of offense-defense posture. Strategically, this is the war’s turning point; at the campaign and combat level, it is the turning point of the battle situation or combat. Grasping the correct degree of transformation enables one correctly to guide the offense-defense transformation of the war. On this, foreign military theoretical works also place great emphasis. After the victory of the Central Red Army’s fourth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign, the leadership of the “Left” line did not direct the Red Army to promptly shift into strategic defense, but advocated adventurist offense, causing the Red Army to suffer no small losses in the continued offense, and forfeiting the time needed to prepare for the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign — this too was one of the causes of the failure of the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign.

The mutual transformation of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction requires appropriateness, and one should strive to be conscious and self-directed in it, and by all means avoid being forced into it. Whether the offense-defense transformation is carried out consciously and self-directedly, or is forced upon one, the effect is entirely different. In the Soviet-German War, the Soviet army three times shifted into strategic defense; of these, two times (the summer of 1941 and the summer of 1942) were forced upon it, while one time (the summer of 1943) was planned in advance. The two forced transformations brought enormous losses, while the planned, self-directed shift into strategic defense in the summer of 1943 made use of defense to wear down and exhaust the German assault formations, then committed strategic reserves, causing defense to develop into offense. In the third campaign of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, when the Volunteer Army pursued the enemy to a point near the 37th parallel, the retreating American and puppet forces attempted to entice the Volunteer Army into advancing deep to the Nakdong River line, to attack their established solid positions, hoping thereby to wear down the strength of the Volunteer Army in large numbers, then swiftly counterattack, coordinating with an amphibious landing on the flank and rear to pincer the Volunteer Army. The Volunteer Army promptly saw through the enemy’s scheme, and, weighing the actual situation, appropriately shifted into active defense in time, so that the American forces’ scheme was not realized.

In concrete combat-operational actions, there exists the transformation of campaign-and-tactical offense into campaign-and-tactical defense, and also the transformation of campaign-and-tactical defense into campaign-and-tactical offense; this too is an expression of the mutual transformation of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction. From this arose a certain view, holding that the primary and secondary status of offense and defense can change along with the transformation of

offense-defense forms in campaigns and combat. This view, on the surface, seems to have some reason to it. For instance, in a campaign or combat operation carrying out a defensive mission, is not defense primary? Does this not contradict the statement that offense is primary and defense is secondary? In fact, there is no contradiction. This is because, when we say that offense is primary and defense is secondary, we are speaking in terms of the different roles played by the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction in realizing the purpose of the war. In terms of the purpose of war, the primary role of offense in destroying the enemy will never change. In this sense, the primary-and-secondary status of offense and defense, considered in the totality of the war, is likewise always unchanging. This is the absoluteness of the status of offense and defense. But this primary-and-secondary status, under specific conditions, is mutually transformable — as discussed above, under specific conditions, preserving oneself becomes primary; for example, in a campaign or combat operation carrying out a defensive mission, defense is primary and offense is secondary. This is the relativity of the status of offense and defense. Within the overall situation of war, offense being primary contains within it, under specific conditions, defense being primary — this is absoluteness containing relativity; defense being primary under specific conditions has, as its fundamental purpose, still offense — that is, it is for the sake of offense, or for the sake of creating the conditions for offense, meaning still for the sake of realizing offense as primary — this is relativity containing absoluteness. This is precisely the dialectic of absoluteness and relativity within the transformation of offense-defense status; it is the concrete embodiment of the principle that the status of the purpose of war determines the status of the means of war. If one has clarified the relationship between the purpose of war and the means of war, and has clarified the unity of the absoluteness and relativity of offense-defense status, one will not consider it a contradiction. If one does not understand the basis for the primary-and-secondary status of offense and defense, and, seeing the dialectical relationship of offense being primary and defense secondary, sees only the aspect of absoluteness and not the aspect of relativity, believing it to be eternal and unchanging, then of course one will consider it a contradiction. This metaphysical, mechanical, absolutist view is a violation of dialectics, and is harmful in the practice of war. On the question of offense-defense status, we must oppose two kinds of metaphysics: one sees only the absoluteness, within the totality of the war, of offense being primary and defense secondary, and fails to see the relativity of defense being primary and offense secondary under specific conditions — this leads to speaking only of offense and not of defense, becoming offense-absolutism, which in the practice of war becomes adventurism in offense. The other sees only the relativity, under specific conditions, of defense being primary and offense secondary, and fails to see the absoluteness, within the totality of the war, of offense being primary and defense

secondary — this leads to speaking only of defense and not of offense, becoming defense-absolutism, which in the practice of war becomes conservatism in defense and flightism in retreat.



3. The Two Sides of the Offense-Defense Contradiction Are United within Opposition, and Opposed within Unity

The opposition and unity of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are the two mutually opposed properties inherently possessed by the offense-defense contradiction itself; the two are at once opposed and at once complementary. That is to say, on the one hand, without the opposition of the offense-defense contradiction, there would be no unity of the offense-defense contradiction; on the other hand, without the unity of the offense-defense contradiction, there would likewise be no opposition of the offense-defense contradiction. The two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are united within opposition, and opposed within unity — this is the most essential internal connection of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction.

The two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are united within opposition.

The unity of the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction is not abstract, but rather includes within it the unity of opposition — a concrete unity; this unity cannot exist apart from the opposition of offense and defense. The unity of offense and defense must take the opposition of offense and defense as its precondition. Without the opposition of offense and defense mutually excluding and mutually negating each other, there would be no unity of offense and defense mutually depending on and mutually transforming into one another. If one holds that the unity of offense and defense does not include opposition within it, then one will regard the unity of offense and defense as the absolute equivalence of offense and defense, denying the qualitative determinacy of offense and of defense, each in its own right, and being unable to distinguish the different status each occupies and the different role each plays in war.

To deny that offense and defense are united within opposition is to see only the unity of offense and defense, and not their opposition — that is, to hold that offense is defense, and defense is offense. On this basis, some then raise the question: since strategic defense is realized through offense at the campaign-and-combat level, and strategic offense, too, at the campaign-and-combat level, is also offense — then are strategic defense and strategic offense not the same thing? This confuses the qualitative distinction between offense at the campaign-and-combat level within strategic defense and offense at the campaign-and-combat level within strategic offense. This qualitative distinction lies in: first, the comparative strength of the two sides differs. Offense at the campaign-and-combat level within strategic defense is offense under conditions where the enemy is strong and we are weak, considered from the overall situation of the war; whereas offense at the campaign-and-combat level within strategic offense is offense under conditions where the enemy is weak and we are strong, considered from the overall situation of the campaign. Second, the scope of the combat operations differs. Strategic defense’s campaign-and-combat offense is offense within an interior-line position; while strategic offense’s campaign-and-combat offense is offense within an exterior-line position. Third, the strategic posture differs. Strategic defense’s campaign-and-combat offense is offense conducted from a strategically passive posture; whereas strategic offense’s campaign-and-combat offense is offense conducted from a strategically active posture. The reason people confuse this distinction is simply that they see only the unity of offense and defense, and fail to understand that offense is united with defense within opposition.

The two sides of the offense-defense contradiction are opposed within unity.

Just as the unity of offense and defense cannot exist apart from the opposition of offense and defense, so too the opposition of offense and defense cannot exist apart from the unity of offense and defense. The opposition of offense and defense is the opposition of the two sides within the offense-defense unity, and this opposition is always connected with the unity of offense and defense. The concrete unity of offense and defense constrains the character and form of the opposition of offense and defense. If there were no relationship of mutual dependence and mutual transformation between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction, offense and defense would be utterly unrelated to each other, and then the opposition of offense and defense would likewise lose its connection, and offense and defense could no longer constitute a contradiction. Therefore, the opposition of offense and defense exists within their unity. To view the opposition of offense and defense apart from their unity is to draw an absolutely clear and fixed, unchanging boundary between the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction, holding that offense is offense and defense is defense — this completely and absolutely separates the two sides of the offense-defense contradiction.

To deny that offense and defense are opposed within unity is to see only the opposition of offense and defense, and not their unity — that is, to hold that offense is offense and defense is defense, that within offense there can be no defense, and within defense there can be no offense. The result, in the guidance of war, is inevitably that when on the defense, only defense is permitted, not offense; since strategically one is on the defense, then at the campaign-and-combat level one must likewise only be on the defense, and offense is not permitted. This becomes a pure defense that denies active defense — this is the cognitive root of conservatism in defense. When on the offense, only offense is permitted, and defense is not permitted, becoming an absolute offense that denies the principle of offense as primary and defense as auxiliary — this is the cognitive root of adventurism in offense.

Engels once pointed out: “all polar opposites are in general determined by mutual action of the two opposite poles on one another, that separation and opposition of these poles exists only within their mutual connection and union, and, conversely, that their union exists only in their separation and their mutual connection only in their opposition.”¹ Like the contradiction of every other thing, the opposition of the two poles of the offense-defense contradiction exists only within the mutual action of the two poles of the offense-defense contradiction — that is, within the unity constituted by the mutual dependence and mutual connection of the two poles of the offense-defense contradiction; the unity of the two poles of the offense-defense contradiction is only the unity within the opposition of the offense-defense contradiction. To speak of the opposition of the offense-defense contradiction apart from the unity of the offense-defense contradiction, or to speak of the unity of the offense-defense contradiction apart from the opposition of the offense-defense contradiction, is in either case metaphysical.

Therefore, in guiding war, to correctly understand and apply these two most basic forms of combat operations, offense and defense, one must grasp their unity from within the opposition of offense and defense, and grasp their opposition from within the unity of offense and defense. In the practice of war, one must consciously and organically combine the two forms of combat operations, offense and defense; when going on the offense, one must not forget defense, and when on the defense, one must not forget offense — truly achieving offense within defense and defense within offense, combining offense and defense, with primary and auxiliary reinforcing each other, guarding against adventurism when on the offense, against conservatism when on the defense, and against flightism when in retreat. Otherwise, if offense and combat action become separated and disjointed, the war will be led to defeat. In the Second World War, in December 1944, the American and British Allied forces, with 87 divisions, 6,500 tanks, and over 10,000 aircraft, advanced on the German border held by Hitler’s forces; on the western front, the German forces numbered only about two-thirds of the Allied forces, and had less than a tenth as many tanks and aircraft. But because defense had been neglected, the German army concentrated 25 divisions and, on the 16th, suddenly launched a counter-thrust against the southeastern Belgian sector of the Allied line, the Ardennes region; within a few days the Allied front line was broken through, and they suffered heavy losses. The First Army of the Americans alone suffered over 80,000 casualties, and the main force of the American and British troops on the offense on the northern flank faced the danger of having its rear cut off. The failure of this strategically significant offensive action shows that, in war guidance, to violate the dialectical laws of offense and defense is to invite punishment.




III. Offense and Defense Develop within Contradiction and Confrontation

In war, the mutually contradictory motion of offense and defense, at once opposed and at once unified, not only determines and influences the changes and development of
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the process of war, but also propels the development of the two most basic forms of combat operations, offense and defense, themselves.


1. The Internal Source of the Development of Offense and Defense

In the practice of war, these two forms of combat operations, offense and defense, mutually engage in intense confrontation with the aim of subduing each other, and, in the process of confrontation, cultivate strengths and avoid weaknesses, mutually transform, and drive both sides forward in their continual development. Comparing the offensive and defensive weapons and methods of combat operations of ancient times with those of the present, one finds that incomparably enormous changes have taken place. However sharp the ancient sword and spear, they could only kill one enemy at a stroke; while the modern atomic bomb can, in an instant, cause the deaths and injuries of tens of thousands of people. Undoubtedly, the development of offense and defense from ancient times to today’s offense and defense is first of all due to the development of human society’s economy and science and technology, which has provided a continually developing material foundation for the means of offense and defense. Without this material foundation, the development of offense and defense would be impossible. But this material foundation is merely the external cause of the development of offense and defense; it can only take effect through the internal cause — namely, these two forms of combat operations, offense and defense, themselves. This internal cause is precisely the fact that the confrontational nature of offense and defense dictates that each side wants to devour the other; offense wants to destroy defense, and defense wants to destroy offense. In order to achieve their own goals, the two sides of offense and defense each must necessarily take the other side as their point of reference, continually improving their own offensive and defensive means and methods of offense and defense. In the Second World War, Britain, facing the catastrophic bombing raids by German aircraft, had to intercept German aircraft within a mere seventeen minutes in order to counter this kind of aerial offense. To meet this need, Britain researched and manufactured radar and electronic technical weaponry and improved its anti-air defense methods. New offensive and defensive means develop continually forward on the basis of society’s economic and scientific-technological development, driven by the demands of offense-defense confrontation. Offense-defense confrontation always mutually influences and mutually constrains itself. The two sides of a war both want to use their own offense to break through the other side’s defense, and their own defense to defeat the other side’s offense; both want to make their own offense-defense weapons and methods surpass those of the other side. Thus, each takes the other as its target, developing its own offense and defense in a chase to catch up with and overtake the other. When one side is on the defense,

it necessarily gives priority to developing the means and methods of defense, which in turn affects its opponent, who gives priority to developing the means and methods of offense. When the means and methods of offense develop, this in turn necessarily affects the development of the means and methods of defense. Defense influences offense, offense influences defense; defense again influences offense, offense again influences defense — this cycle repeats itself, endlessly. The same is true when one side is on the offense. In sum, the two sides of offense and defense are at once mutually connected and mutually confrontational; confrontation is absolute, connection is relative; within connection there is confrontation, and confrontation exists within connection — this drives offense and defense continually forward in their development.

From this it can be seen that the confrontational nature of the offense-defense contradiction necessarily forms a contradictory motion of competitive development between offense and defense — this is precisely the internal source of the continual development of these two forms of combat operations, offense and defense.



2. Offense and Defense Develop, Interacting with Each Other, within an Unbalanced Contradictory Confrontation

The development of offense and defense does not proceed in a balanced fashion; rather, it proceeds within offense-defense confrontation, moving from imbalance to balance, and from balance back to imbalance — imbalance is absolute, balance is relative, and the cycle repeats, advancing alternately, with each instance of balance carrying offense and defense one step further forward. In terms of weapons, methods of combat operations, and the scale of combat operations, the development of offense and defense proceeds through this kind of motion in every case.

In terms of weapons, offensive weapons are often improved more quickly than defensive weapons. Once new defensive weapons appear, this stimulates the production of yet newer offensive weapons. In remote antiquity, tools of production and weapons of war were one and the same thing; there was no weapon specially designed for combat, and of course there was no such thing as offensive weapons or defensive weapons at all. As production developed, bronze and iron came to be applied in the military sphere; offense employed metal spears, and defense likewise employed metal and leather shields. The military application of gunpowder led offense to replace catapults with cannons and firearms, strengthening its power; defense responded with solid armor, wrapping weapons in steel casing. The tank was precisely a combination of cannon and armor, combining offense and defense (in fact, many weapons combine offense and defense, or can be used for either). But the competition between cannon and armor, in aircraft, in warships, in tanks, and in the construction of fortifications, continues fiercely to this very day. This is one expression of offense-defense contradictory confrontation in the sphere of weapons. The confrontation of offensive and defensive weapons is also clearly expressed in the struggle between aircraft and anti-aircraft weapons. Offense employed aerial weapons; defense promptly created anti-aircraft artillery. To improve

accuracy, anti-aircraft artillery used radar to detect targets, while aircraft, in order to counter anti-aircraft artillery, increased their speed and altitude and jammed the radar. Once the speed and altitude of aircraft and the jamming methods against radar had greatly increased, a contradiction arose between anti-aircraft artillery and its firing targets; anti-air defense then created surface-to-air missiles, and aircraft in turn responded with air-to-surface missiles…. Offensive and defensive weapons, in confronting one another, day by day advance new developments in improving lethal power, extending range, increasing accuracy, enhancing jamming resistance, and improving rapid response and automation capabilities, each generation better than the last. Nevertheless, however formidable an offensive weapon may be, there is always a defensive weapon able to counterbalance it. As science and technology have advanced, offense has produced intercontinental missiles and cruise missiles, while defense has likewise produced various early-warning systems and anti-missile missiles. The lesson of history is that the development of offensive weapons proceeds by advancing alternately within contradictory confrontation.

In terms of methods of combat operations, when offense has one method, defense necessarily has a corresponding method. Any significant change in the method of defense will necessarily bring about a corresponding change in the method of offense, and vice versa. Offense and defense each take the other’s method as their point of reference. The method of defense is designed in response to offense; the method of offense is created in order to overcome the method of defense. Every new form and new method of offense will inevitably force defense to create a corresponding new form and new method. In the First World War, because of the appearance of rapid-fire weapons, the firepower of defense was strengthened, forcing offensive tactics to shift from dense formations to dispersed formations. The firepower of offense was also strengthened, and defense in turn built continuous trench lines, giving rise to a linear defense with a continuous front. In order to break through this linear defense, offense in turn adopted new tricks in artillery preparation, and prepared the conditions for the next war’s wide-front, great-depth, high-speed “blitzkrieg” tactics. And the multi-layered, multi-point strongpoint-style defense that appeared in the latter part of the Second World War and after the war provided the practical precondition for “vertical breakthrough” and “three-dimensional offense” methods of combat operations. The method of anti-airborne defense in modern warfare is developed in response to the method of airborne assault. The characteristics of airborne assault are surprise and speed; anti-airborne defense must therefore react quickly, using speed to counter speed. Electronic warfare is likewise so: however many kinds of electronic jamming methods there are, there will be that many kinds of anti-jamming methods. When a new offensive or defensive method first appears, the other side often finds it difficult to immediately find a countermeasure, and so the new method enjoys great success for a period of time, proving unstoppable. But this period of time will never last too long. In the Second

World War, the German army created the blitzkrieg method of offense, coordinating aircraft with massed tanks; the Soviet army, at first, lacked an effective countermeasure and suffered heavy losses, but later found, in front of Moscow, a method of wide-front, great-depth positional defense, which effectively resisted the German army. Creating a new method of combat operations can win a certain amount of time as a kind of “patent,” and this stimulates people’s tremendous enthusiasm for innovating offensive and defensive tactics, driving them to actively seek new methods of combat operations. In particular, the side that has suffered defeat feels this stimulus all the more, and needs all the more to draw lessons from its defeat, humbly studying, taking the enemy as its teacher. All new offensive and defensive methods are created in order to defeat the other side in offense-defense confrontation. The imbalanced nature of the offense-defense contradiction propels the continual enrichment and development of the methods of offense and defense.

In terms of the scale of combat operations: Both sides in combat operations strive to commit as much manpower and material resources to the war as possible, seizing the advantage, while at the same time trying their best to destroy the advantage in the opposing side’s forces, putting it into an inferior position. As a result, along with the development of the mode of production and changes in weaponry and the composition of soldiery, the scale of combat operations has grown ever larger, and the forces committed by both sides of offense and defense have increased time and again. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Napoleon, under the conditions of a bourgeois revolution, mobilized millions of the popular masses to join the war, creating the “corps” organizational structure. His opponent, the European coalition forces, followed suit and generalized the corps or division organizational structure, concentrating a force greater than Napoleon’s. As army numbers grew, the capability of defense correspondingly increased, and one or two thrusts became difficult to break through, requiring the organization of many corps to fight in coordination. In the Second World War, the German army employed army-group-level offensives, and the Soviet army too quickly organized front-level defenses. In our army’s Huaihai campaign of the War of Liberation, the enemy forces numbered over 600,000; in order to swallow up such a large enemy force, our army concentrated two field armies to fight in coordination. In offense-defense contradictory confrontation, the scale of war has continually expanded.



3. The Contradiction between Offense-Defense Confrontation and Offense-Defense Application Propels the Development of Offense and Defense

Offense-defense confrontation refers to the contradiction between offense and defense of the two sides in a war. In the practice of war, either this side goes on the offense while the other side is on the defense, or this side is on the defense while the other side goes on the offense, forming the confrontation of the offense-defense contradiction. The process and outcome of this confrontation, and its effect on the overall situation of the war, do not shift according to human will, but have their own inherent objective laws. Offense-defense application refers to the contradiction, on the part of one side in the war, in employing offense and defense. In the guidance of war, either side of the two hostile sides takes preserving oneself and destroying the enemy as its goal, and, taking the other side’s

offense-defense as its target, either employs offense, or employs defense, in order to seize victory in the war. This is a matter of subjective human guidance, determined according to the objective circumstances. This shows that the contradiction between offense-defense confrontation and offense-defense application is, in essence, the contradiction between objective law and subjective guidance. The internal connections of this pair of contradictions are as follows: First, offense-defense confrontation determines offense-defense application; offense-defense application must accord with the actual circumstances of offense-defense confrontation and its laws — according with them brings victory, failing to accord with them brings defeat. Second, once offense-defense confrontation develops, offense-defense application must develop accordingly; if offense-defense application remains stuck at an old stage, lagging behind the development of offense-defense confrontation, it too will suffer defeat. Third, offense-defense application affects the outcome of offense-defense confrontation; when offense-defense application is handled properly, it will cause offense-defense confrontation to develop in a direction favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, and vice versa. Fourth, the development of offense-defense application, in turn, has a reciprocal effect on offense-defense confrontation, propelling the development of offense-defense confrontation. Therefore, in war guidance, offense-defense application must adapt to the development of offense-defense confrontation; failure to adapt will result in defeat. The relationship between adaptation and non-adaptation is always such that, because offense-defense confrontation has developed anew compared with the past, offense-defense application inevitably fails to adapt at first, requiring the accumulation of experience and the deepening of understanding, in order to develop offense-defense application so that it adapts to the development of offense-defense confrontation. Once offense-defense application has developed, it in turn drives forward the development of offense-defense confrontation; offense-defense application must then anew come to understand the circumstances of offense-defense confrontation, and the offense-defense application that originally adapted to offense-defense confrontation no longer adapts to the new development of offense-defense confrontation. One movement is from non-adaptation to adaptation, the other is from adaptation to non-adaptation; non-adaptation is absolute, adaptation is relative, the cycle repeats, advancing in a spiral. The contradiction between offense-defense confrontation and offense-defense application, within the dialectical development of adaptation and non-adaptation, propels offense and defense forward in their development.

The director of a war must pay close attention to the trend of war’s development, grasping the characteristics of the times in the form of combat operations. The confrontation of the offense-defense contradiction stimulates the continual development of weapons, methods of combat operations, and the scale of war; these developments, combined together, produce the characteristics of the times in the form of combat operations. Every era has its own form of combat operations distinct from that of past eras. The superiority possessed by the form of combat operations of a new era causes the old form of combat operations to appear inferior by comparison and be cast aside. Under the current circumstances of the two hegemonic powers contending for world hegemony, the armies of every country in the world are studying offense-defense confrontation and offense-defense application; if one neglects this question, forgets the development of

war, and forgets the development of the enemy, this is dangerous. During the two hundred years from the fall of the Ming dynasty and the rise of the Qing to the Opium War, the countries of Europe were locked in continuous warfare, with the flames of war never ceasing; on the basis of economic and scientific-technological development, offense-defense confrontation drove forward the rapid development of Western nations’ weapons and equipment and methods of combat operations. The rulers of the Qing dynasty, content with domestic peace, closed the country to outside contact, arrogant and complacent, failing to study the new developments in world military affairs, failing to learn the methods of combat operations of that era — and as a result, national defense grew obsolete, and combat power declined day by day, unable to withstand the aggression of imperialism. This bloody lesson tells us that, under conditions where the danger of war exists, if we do not properly prepare for war, and do not study the offense-defense confrontation between the enemy and ourselves and our own application of offense and defense in our future war of resistance to aggression, then once war breaks out, we will fall into a passive position and suffer defeat — this is a question of the utmost importance, bearing on the fate of the nation. Therefore, our army ought to strive to master the modern forms of combat operations. Lenin said: “an army which does not train to master all types of weapons, all the means and methods of struggle that the enemy possesses, or may possess, is behaving in an unwise or even criminal manner.”¹ Offense-defense confrontation not only causes the offense-defense tactics of every era to differ from one another, but even causes the offense-defense tactics of different wars within the same era to differ, and even causes the offense-defense tactics of different stages of the same war to differ. As we change according to the enemy, the enemy changes according to us — this is why Sun Tzu said, “there is no repetition in the methods by which victory is achieved.”² Therefore, in war, one must never cling rigidly to old, fixed tactics, but must study the tactics suited to the current era — otherwise, defeat is difficult to avoid. In the Fourth Middle East War, Egypt and Syria’s “SAM-6” missiles brought down many Israeli aircraft; afterward, Israel researched an entire set of weapons, technology, and tactics to counter the “SAM-6” missile, while Syria paid no attention to this, with the result that, in the war of June 1982, the “SAM-6” missile positions deployed by Syria in the Bekaa Valley were almost entirely destroyed by Israel.

The contradiction between offense-defense confrontation and offense-defense application also requires that the armed forces, in their training, war preparation, and scientific research work, develop offense and defense comprehensively, rather than stressing only one to the neglect of the other.



① Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 31, People’s Publishing House, 1958 ed., p. 77. ② Sun Tzu, “Weaknesses and Strengths.”

When defense is primary, although one should focus one’s research on defense, one must not study only defense to the exclusion of everything else, and especially must not neglect studying the enemy’s offense; when offense is primary, although one should focus one’s research on offense, one must not study only offense to the exclusion of everything else, and especially must not neglect studying the enemy’s defense. Offense and defense mutually constrain, mutually influence, and develop each other. Only by knowing how to attack does one know how to defend; only by knowing how to defend does one know how to attack. Training an army in only one form of combat operations will inevitably put it at a disadvantage in war. In the complex, ever-changing circumstances of war, only an army capable of both offense and defense can respond flexibly to change.

One Hundred Chapters on Military Strategy [Bingjing Baipian], discussing the development of the two sides of offense and defense within contradictory confrontation, once had this to say: “If I use this to control the other, the other can also use this to control me, and so I set up a defense; if I use this to control the other’s method of defending against me, the other can also use this method to defend against my offense, and so I add a method to break the other’s defense; when I break the other’s defense, the other breaks my defense, and so I must again add a method to break the other’s method of breaking my defense.” That is to say, I use a certain method to attack the enemy; the enemy will also use this method to attack me, and therefore I should prepare a method of defense. I use this method to defend against the enemy’s offense; the enemy will also use this method to defend against my offense, and thus I should further prepare a method to break through the enemy’s defense against me. I want further to break through the enemy’s defense; the enemy will also further break through my defense, and thus I should further devise a new way to break through the enemy’s method of breaking down my defense. The development of offense and defense is realized precisely within this contradictory confrontation; in offense-defense confrontation, every advance in either side’s application of offense and defense will necessarily bring about a corresponding change in the other side’s application of offense and defense. Therefore, whether an army occupies an offensive or a defensive position, it must not only, from changes in the other side’s offense-defense application, adjust its own application of offense and defense, but must also, from changes in its own offense-defense application, foresee the development of the other side’s offense-defense application, so as to be able to adopt new offense-defense countermeasures in a timely manner. Only in this way can one escape the passive state of merely reacting to events after the fact, and seize the initiative in war. For example, in the early stage of our army’s future war of resistance to aggression, when we are in a position of defense, our adversary will certainly adopt corresponding offensive methods and means to destroy our defense. Under these circumstances, if we are skilled at correctly grasping the changes in the enemy’s offense, and adjust and improve our own methods of defense accordingly, then we can certainly forge an ever stronger, more capable, and more flexible and varied “shield of defense.”




IV. New Characteristics of the Offense-Defense Contradiction in Modern War

To explain this question, it is first necessary to analyze the position and role of defense in modern war.


1. The Position and Role of Defense in Modern War Have Not Changed

In modern war, immensely powerful nuclear weapons are growing ever more numerous, and missiles of every range can deliver nuclear weapons to any location for attack. The former head of the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency, retired Lieutenant General Daniel O. Graham, said in his book Shall America Be Defended?: “Many influential scholars, journalists, politicians, and ‘policy analysts’ have gradually come to believe… that in the nuclear age, war — especially defensive war — is meaningless.”¹ The Soviet work Military Strategy likewise says: “If, in the Second World War, defense was already unable to withstand offense, then in future war, offense will hold an even greater advantage.”² How, then, ought we to view the position and role of defense in modern war?

First, the role of defense increases as the power of offense increases. Nuclear missile weapons do indeed increase the power of offense, enabling offense to deliver a heavy blow against the entirety of the defense’s depth, and greatly shortening the time needed to break through defense. But as the tide rises, so does the boat: as offense increases its own power, it also makes defense correspondingly more important. This is because weapons themselves have no absolute character of offense or defense; a defensive weapon can be used offensively, and an offensive weapon can be used defensively; the same weapon can be used by both offense and defense. For example, the tank is itself a weapon for destroying tanks. Electronic warfare is nothing but the mutual offense and defense of electronic equipment against each other. In this way, when the offensive side uses nuclear
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weapons, it cannot but guard against the other side likewise using nuclear weapons to strike back, and cannot go on the offense recklessly without fear of an effective defensive counterstrike from the other side. The dialectical law by which offense and defense oppose and complement each other forces people to attend to defense with the same seriousness as they attend to offense, and to develop defense just as they develop offense. Whoever fantasizes about going the opposite way, attempting to use the strengthening of offense to abolish defense, will find that this road is impassable. At the outset, when the United States alone possessed the atomic bomb, it flaunted its might, using the threat of the atomic bomb to claim that it could not be defended against. In the 1960s, when the United States still held a considerable nuclear advantage, it still insisted that security did not lie in defense, pursuing the so-called “deterrence strategy” of retaliatory strikes. Later, once the Soviet Union and other countries also possessed atomic bombs, in the nuclear arms race, as the Soviet Union caught up with the United States step by step, the United States, in turn, began to attach great importance to defense, sparing no expense in developing land-based anti-aircraft and anti-missile guided missiles, deploying the MX missile in mobile fashion; and not long ago the Reagan administration put forward the “Star Wars” plan, aiming to establish a multi-layered space-based nuclear defense system based mainly in outer space. This shift in American nuclear strategy, from pure offense to a combination of offense and defense, precisely shows that the greater the power of offense, the more indispensable defense becomes. The mutually dependent relationship of offense and defense will not change. If defense did not exist, offense too would not exist. The two sides of the offense-defense contradiction develop within contradictory confrontation; if the development of defense were to stop, offense too would fail to develop; so long as offense continues to develop, it will necessarily stimulate defense to develop correspondingly.

Second, defense is no different from offense in making use of the achievements of science and technology. Science and technology, widely applied in modern military affairs, have greatly increased the lethal power, launch speed, mobility, and degree of automation of weapons; this will necessarily cause the speed of offense to increase, and increase the difficulty of defense’s rapid counterstrike, with the result that offense appears more active and defense more passive. However, the enormous progress of the economy and science and technology is the material foundation on which offense relies for its development, and it is equally the material foundation on which defense relies for its development. To whatever degree science and technology influence offense, to that same degree they will influence defense. In the same era, in terms of making use of science and technology, defense is necessarily on the same level as offense. Science and technology provide offense with many means and methods for seizing the initiative, and can likewise provide defense with many means and methods for overcoming passivity. For example, take a warship needing to defend against an anti-ship missile attack: because an incoming missile approaches from low altitude,

it can usually only be detected in the final thirty seconds before it nears the ship. Within these thirty seconds, one must detect the missile, determine its guidance method, and also take countermeasures — this is indeed extremely difficult. But because modern defense possesses the same advanced science and technology that is comparable to offense, a means of countering it will certainly be found. In the Fourth Middle East War, Egypt launched fifty “Styx”-type anti-ship missiles, but because Israel used metal chaff jamming strips, not a single missile hit its target. Modern defense is also very effective in countering long- and medium-range missile attacks. It is extremely difficult for offense to accurately destroy a defense side’s missile silos, submerged nuclear submarines, or strategic bombers capable of scrambling into the air at any time. Suppose the defending side has 200 missiles maneuvering back and forth among 4,000 shelters — the attacking side, wishing to strike, would have to use nuclear warheads to attack all 4,000 shelters, while the defending side needs only defend 200 shelters. Looking at the prospects for the development of science and technology, defense in the future will also be able to use laser tracking to intercept incoming missiles, with even greater power. The law by which offense and defense are mutually connected and mutually confrontational means that defense will always have a way to resist offense — this holds equally true, ancient times and modern.

Third, the advantage that defense gains from utilizing terrain, resisting many with few, has not been lost in modern war. Modern war can still never be waged apart from the Earth; although the battlefield has now extended into outer space, all effort in space is for the sake of safeguarding action on the ground. Air superiority alone, without superiority on the ground, is difficult to translate into victory. The American army’s inability to achieve victory in the Vietnam War, despite its air superiority, is historical testimony to this. In terms of making use of terrain advantage, defense remains superior to offense. Supposing that a modern weapon, the moment it detects a target, can strike it accurately, and supposing that both sides in offense and defense have equal capacity to inflict lethal damage on ground targets — then, because defense can use terrain to conceal itself, offense, by comparison, is relatively exposed. Therefore, offense, just as in wars of the past, must still pay a greater price than defense. It is precisely for this reason that the newest American combat-operations manual stresses that modern offense “must learn to make use of terrain the way defense does.” The higher an army’s degree of modernization, the more its mobility cannot do without vehicles and tracked equipment, and the more voluminous the quantity of ammunition and equipment it requires becomes, and the greater its dependence on rear-area resupply, roads, and terrain becomes. In this way, the defending side, even when relatively inferior in strength, can still make full use of a favorable position, using light weapons to resist heavy weapons,

using inferior weapons and equipment to resist superior weapons and equipment. In the Fourth Middle East War, Egyptian infantry, relying on the cover of sand dunes, destroyed large numbers of Israeli tanks with man-portable missiles in a single defensive engagement. In 1982, the Argentine air force, relying on favorable battlefield conditions, used a Super Étendard aircraft to launch an Exocet missile, sinking a large British warship. The weak Afghan guerrillas have been able to tie down the Soviet army for a long time, and the Soviets have been unable to do anything about it — without the support of the people and favorable terrain conditions, this would not be possible. As for modern defense against nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and their mass-casualty effects, its role is all the more significant. Relevant materials indicate that good protective measures, compared with no protective measures at all, can reduce the lethal effect of nuclear weapons on personnel by more than tenfold.

From the above, one can draw the conclusion that, in modern war, the fundamental nature of offense and defense, and the unity-of-opposites relationship between the two, has not undergone any mutation. However, one must recognize that, from the bow and arrow to the rocket and the guided missile, the means and methods of war, ancient and modern, are vastly different — the appearance of nuclear-missile weapons and electronic equipment has indeed brought about a revolutionary change in these two most basic forms of combat operations, offense and defense. This will necessarily cause new expressive forms to arise in the fundamental nature of offense and defense in modern war; the contradiction between offense and defense will necessarily possess new characteristics.



2. New Characteristics of the Offense-Defense Contradiction in Modern War

Generally speaking, in modern war, owing to the new development of weapons and equipment, both the confrontational nature and the unity of the offense-defense contradiction have undergone new development. In the age of cold weapons, weapons had little power, mobility was poor, the scale of the battlefield was small, and offense-defense methods were comparatively simple. Modern weapons, compared with those of the past, have undergone a qualitative change: their lethal power is great, their mobility is strong, their degree of automation is high, the branches and services involved are complex, the scale of the battlefield is enormous, and moreover it is developing toward three-dimensionality — the confrontational nature of offense and defense appears sharper and more complex, more extensive and more varied. The confrontational nature of the offense-defense contradiction exists within the unity of the offense-defense contradiction; the mutual permeation, mutual transformation, and close combination of offense and defense have become still more pronounced. The offense-defense contradiction is united within confrontation, and confronts within unity; the two sides mutually constrain and mutually promote each other.

First, combining active strikes with tight protection is the basic method of modern offense and defense. In several relatively large-scale local wars of recent years, the primary

method for destroying enemy effective strength has been fierce firepower engagement using various long-range and short-to-medium-range weapons. As a result, the meaning of “destroying enemy effective strength” has changed: it now requires not only destroying flesh-and-blood living personnel, but also destroying large quantities of modern weapons and equipment; strategically, one must place special emphasis on destroying strategic weapons deeply concealed in the rear, striving not to wait for the enemy to launch long- and medium-range missiles that would cause damage to one’s own side, but rather intercepting and destroying them mid-flight, and also destroying their launch positions. Therefore, the initiative of modern defense has greatly increased, relying more on the means and methods of offense to achieve the goal of defense. Defense at the campaign-and-combat level must likewise employ large-scale offensive means, while striking the enemy directly in front, also striving to strike the enemy’s campaign-and-combat depth, disrupting the enemy’s offensive preparations, destroying a large portion of his weapons and equipment, and cutting off the connections between his first echelon and his follow-on echelons and reserves. However, because offense always acts before defense, defense in fact finds it very difficult to avoid suffering surprise attack, and finds it very difficult to intercept and destroy all incoming missiles from the air. Therefore, if defense is to transform into offense, it must have a precondition — namely, that it must be able to withstand the enemy’s first strike, and even, under the massive and severe lethal effect of the enemy’s nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons on offense, still retain a sufficient number of nuclear missiles, aircraft, warships, tanks, artillery, small arms, and electronic communications equipment, as well as the personnel to use this weaponry and equipment. This precondition can be obtained only by relying on tight protection. Tight protection is more important now than in any era in history. In the Third Middle East War, because the Egyptian side’s protection was inadequate, the aircraft stationed at their airfields were destroyed almost entirely by Israel in an instant, and Egypt thereby lost its capacity to fight back. Therefore, modern defense must certainly place great emphasis on tight protection, but must place still greater emphasis on combining offense with active strikes against the enemy — only this is the most effective way to counter offense.

Just as with defense, the target of modern offense’s strikes is likewise, first of all, to destroy and suppress the defense’s most powerful weapons, especially strategic weapons. The development of weapons has added enormous power to offense; modern offense will naturally be more resolute and swift, striving at the highest speed to continually break through, penetrating still deeper into the defense’s depth, paralyzing the defense system, and denying defense the time to organize an effective counterstrike. However, for offense to achieve this step, it too cannot do without the precondition of tight protection. This is because modern weapons’ detection and

early-warning capabilities and accuracy have greatly improved, increasing defense’s offensive capability; defense too can use nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons to counterattack over a wide area, and if offense lacks tight protection, it is no different from courting its own destruction. Therefore, modern offense must take defense as its foundation. In the Fourth Middle East War, Egypt’s success in crossing the Suez Canal, and its dazzling achievements in the first ten days of the war, had, as one of the key reasons, the fact that the Egyptian army used a variety of anti-aircraft artillery and surface-to-air missiles to construct a very tight low-, mid-, and high-altitude protective network against the offensive zone, causing Israel’s air superiority to lose its effect, thereby guaranteeing the smooth advance of the ground forces’ superior strength. When offense develops to the point of facing a missile defense wall, it will naturally come to a stop. The use of strategic weapons must also take defense as a precondition; in a first strike, the offensive side will absolutely not dare to launch all of its nuclear missiles, but must retain a portion to counter the defending side’s counterstrike. Tight protection is an organic component part of modern offense. Without tight protection, offense finds it difficult to act; the better the protection, the greater the power of offense. Measures for protecting against nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons casualties must all the more not be taken lightly. Neither offense nor defense can afford to neglect combining active strikes tightly with tight protection. On this question, two kinds of metaphysical views must be opposed: one is adventurism, which one-sidedly stresses active strikes while neglecting tight protection; the other is conservatism, which one-sidedly stresses tight protection without speaking of active strikes. Both will bring undue losses to the war.

Second, the mutual transformation of offense and defense, in modern warfare, is more rapid and more frequent. In order to avoid mass casualties from high-power conventional weapons and nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons, the forces and weapons of both offense and defense must be dispersedly deployed, though their firepower must be concentrated. The continuous linear positions of the type seen in the Second World War have been replaced by strongpoint-style, broad, deep positions. In this way, it becomes very easy for the war to display an intermingled, dog’s-teeth-interlocking situation, with the enemy within our lines and us within the enemy’s. The enormous lethal power of weapons and the rapid mobility of forces are favorable both to the attacker’s rapid breakthrough and deep development, and also favorable to the defender’s rapidly plugging gaps and carrying out counter-thrusts and counterattacks. Therefore, in the complex, dog’s-teeth-interlocking offense-defense confrontation, the transformation of offense-defense forms must necessarily be more rapid. In the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, the American army’s so-called “magnetic tactics” relied on air superiority and rapid ground mobility, rapidly withdrawing when struck, and then, once suitable conditions were in place, being able to suddenly

turn around and counterattack. This was a tactic devised specifically to make use of the rapid transformation between offense and defense in modern warfare. In the Fourth Middle East War, for the first ten days Israel retreated continuously, but once it seized a gap in the Egyptian forces at the Great Bitter Lake, it rapidly broke through from there and shifted into counter-offense, causing the Egyptian forces, in turn, to be unable to defend against the pursuit, with their line of retreat cut off, and falling into a passive position. Therefore, in modern war, this characteristic of rapid and frequent offense-defense transformation is something that must not be treated lightly. In army building, one must strive to improve the army’s capacity for rapid response.

Third, the combination and mutual influence of offense and defense across strategy, campaigns, and combat have become more direct. In wars of the past, at the strategic level one was on the defense, while at the campaign-and-combat level one went on the offense; through the continual accumulation of victories at the campaign-and-combat level, small victories gradually accumulated into a great victory, gradually altering the strategic balance of forces, so that strategic defense transformed into strategic offense, seizing victory in the war. In modern war, because of the appearance of nuclear missile weapons and other advanced weapons and equipment, the offense-defense combination among strategy, campaigns, and combat has become closer, and the connection more direct. This is because, on the one hand, offense can use the effect of strategic nuclear weapons to rapidly influence the development of campaigns and combat; and, on the other hand, it can also, at the campaign-and-combat level, rapidly concentrate firepower and concentrate forces, using small and medium tactical atomic weapons to inflict mass casualties, striking the enemy’s deep depth, seeking a swift, decisive victory. As for the defending side, apart from using strategic and tactical nuclear weapons to strike back, holding firmly to certain areas in the direction of the enemy’s offense becomes still more important — this can both disrupt the enemy’s rapid development of campaign-and-combat victory into strategic victory, causing the enemy’s offense to develop unevenly, rapidly influencing the enemy’s entire strategic offensive deployment, and it can also make use of the unevenness created in the enemy’s offense, concentrating superior forces and weapons to break through one route of the offensive enemy, rapidly improving the overall defensive posture, then, depending on the situation, shifting at the appropriate time into offense to strike the enemy. However, nuclear weapons are not something to be used at will whenever one wishes to strike; politically, one must consider international public opinion and popular attitudes, and whether one dares to strike or not; economically, one must consider whether a great power can afford to fight; militarily, one must consider the other side’s nuclear retaliation; under different natural conditions, the effects of nuclear weapons vary greatly; whether subjective guidance can adapt to the demands of nuclear-weapon combat operations; there is a great gap between theoretical inference and experimental testing on the one hand and actual combat operations on the other; the consequences of a great nuclear war are also something that cannot but be considered. At present, the two nuclear powers are, on the one hand, vigorously engaging in a nuclear arms race and manufacturing

public opinion around “nuclear weapons determinism,” while on the other hand, in actual practice, they are once again re-emphasizing preparations for conventional-weapons war, stressing preparation for protracted combat operations — this is a matter well worth deep reflection.

Fourth, the combination of offense and defense tends toward systematization. The systematic nature of modernized weaponry is the foundation from which the tendency of the offense-defense combination toward systematization arises. Many weapons today are systems formed by the combination of multiple links — observation, measurement, calculation, communication, command, and combat — of different ranges and different capabilities, weapons that are also interconnected into mutually dependent, mutually reinforcing systems. Tanks require infantry support; infantry and tanks require the protection of artillery; artillery, in turn, requires the protection of infantry, aviation, and missile forces; missiles and air forces require radar as their eyes. If any single link in a weapons system is destroyed, the power of the whole system will drop drastically. In June 1982, once Israel first knocked out the radar of the Syrian missile positions, the Syrian missiles turned into blind men, losing their capacity to strike, and were quickly destroyed. In modern war, the coordination of various weapons and of the various branches and services, though very complex, is in every case based on offense-defense coordination, causing different-performance weapons and different branches and services to mutually protect and mutually reinforce each other, linking together seamlessly, forming an integrated system. This further links the offense-defense actions of the vast domains of land, sea, and air into a single system. With the rapid development of detection equipment, communications equipment, and electronic computers, the systematization and automation of modern weapons continue to increase; in combat command, this requires that offense-defense coordination likewise achieve systematization and automation, requiring that combat commanders use the methods of military operations research to command combat operations.

In modern war, because the mutual permeation, mutual transformation, and close combination of the offense-defense contradiction have become still more pronounced, some may ask, if things develop this way, will offense and defense not become fused into one, with the two indistinguishable? The answer is no. This is because offense and defense are at once mutually connected and mutually exclusive; the unity of the two is a unity within confrontation, and is also confrontation within unity. Unity and confrontation are closely linked together, and moreover mutually constrain each other. Without confrontation, unity too would not exist. Unity exists for the sake of confrontation, and confrontation resides within unity. So long as the two sides in combat operations have different war purposes and different comparative strengths, those who direct war will consciously

choose, according to the enemy’s situation, the form of offense or the form of defense suited to their own purpose and strength, and will formulate entirely different plans of combat operations and military deployments. Whether offense or defense, the tasks are distinct. Defense permeates itself with an element of offense, in order more effectively to counter offense; offense permeates itself with an element of defense, in order more effectively to counter defense. The rapid and frequent transformation of offense and defense is for the sake of adapting to the complex and ever-changing nature of offense-defense confrontation. The close combination and increasing systematization of offense and defense are for the sake of adapting to the new development of offense-defense confrontation weapons and methods, in order to seize victory in war. This is precisely the concrete expression, in modern war, of the unity of opposites of the offense-defense contradiction; it is also the concrete expression, in modern war, of the dialectical relationship between the offense-defense confrontation of the two sides of a war and the offense-defense application of one side of a war.








Chapter Four: The Dialectical Process of Understanding the War Situation

War is a bloody struggle; more than any other social practical activity, it requires correct understanding to guide it. Throughout history, in China and abroad, every setback and failure in war, examined from the standpoint of the theory of knowledge, has occurred because the subjective guidance of the war did not accord with the objective actual circumstances of that time and place. To win more battles and lose fewer, the key lies in dialectically unifying the subjective and the objective. Therefore, comprehensively understanding the war situation, so that subjective understanding accords with objective reality, is a matter of the utmost importance for the director of a war. Especially in modern war, not only is the scale unprecedentedly enormous, the content unprecedentedly rich, and the contradictions unprecedentedly complex, but changes come in the blink of an eye; whether in the overall situation of the war or in every partial combat action, there are, at every moment, many new circumstances requiring swift and timely understanding and handling. Under these circumstances, correctly understanding the war situation and scientifically resolving the contradiction between the subjective and the objective takes on still greater significance.


I. The Object of Cognition Includes Both the Enemy and Ourselves

War is an armed confrontation between the enemy and ourselves. The enemy and ourselves, in war, are mutually dependent, mutually constraining, mutually struggling, and mutually transforming, constituting a multi-faceted, multi-layered, intricately complex unity of opposites. For the director of a war to make the subjective accord with the objective, the mind of the person as the subject of cognition must correctly reflect the objective circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves that exist outside the human mind. That is to say, the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves are the objects of cognition for the director of a war.

The famous military strategist of China’s Spring and Autumn period, Sun Tzu, once used concise language to point out

the relationship between being thoroughly familiar with the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves and victory or defeat in war, revealing a universal law for guiding war. He said: “Know the enemy and know yourself, and in a hundred battles you will never be in peril.”¹ Mao Zedong once praised this saying of Sun Tzu’s as remaining, to this day, scientific truth, and clearly pointed out: to be a wise and brave commander, there is a method that must be learned — “that is, making a careful study of the situation on both the enemy’s side and our own, finding out the laws governing their actions, and applying these laws to one’s own actions.”²

The reason China’s agrarian revolutionary war, the War of Resistance against Japan, the War of Liberation, and the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea achieved victory after victory is, first of all, because Mao Zedong and the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries’ guidance of the war was built on the foundation of being thoroughly familiar with the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves. Mao Zedong’s analysis of the characteristics of China’s revolutionary war in Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War, and his analysis of the circumstances of both China and Japan in On Protracted War, are brilliant examples of knowing the enemy and knowing oneself at the strategic level.

It must be pointed out that being thoroughly familiar with the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves is not something easily achieved. In military history, there have been reactionary madmen of war who, although they knew that victory or defeat in war bears on the life and death of the nation, prompting them, in their concrete war actions, to have to respect objective facts to some extent, nevertheless, on the whole, often overestimated their own strength and underestimated the strength of the other side, with the result that, although they were able to run rampant for a time, in the end none escaped utter defeat. From Mussolini and Hitler to Tojo Hideki and Chiang Kai-shek, none escaped this law. The American General Mark Clark, in summing up the lessons of American imperialism’s failure in launching the war of aggression against Korea, said that America had “fought the wrong war, in the wrong place, at the wrong time.” This in effect amounts to an admission that one major cause of their defeat was a mistaken judgment of the circumstances of both the enemy and themselves. Future war madmen will likewise be unable to escape the fate of defeat. Idealist voluntarism, with its insatiable expansionist ambitions, unable to see the objective role of the nature of war, and disregarding the great power of the popular masses, determines that their subjective minds are, on the whole, unable to genuinely
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reflect the war situation as it truly is.

Even within a revolutionary army, not all commanders are able to know the enemy and know themselves. In the practice of war, one can see that there is a type of person who understands himself but is in the dark about the other side; and there is another type of person who understands the other side but is in the dark about himself, and consequently subjective understanding that does not accord with objective reality also occurs repeatedly. There are even those who know neither the other side nor themselves — these are precisely the “Left” adventurists and dogmatists whom Mao Zedong once criticized. Because, in war, the enemy and ourselves are at once mutually connected and mutually constraining, understanding only one side makes it impossible to discover the laws of action. Therefore, no matter who it is, if one does not seek truth from facts in understanding the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves, and instead directs war on that basis, one is bound to run into a wall. Only by upholding the theory of knowledge of dialectical materialism and an attitude of humble study can one truly achieve “knowing the enemy and knowing oneself.”

The circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves are extremely complex. Speaking in general terms, they chiefly include the comprehensive circumstances of the belligerent sides in military, economic, political, and scientific-technological respects. Speaking in terms of concrete combat-operational actions, information about the enemy chiefly includes the enemy’s troop strength and deployment, the intention and character of his action, the organizational structure of his armed forces, the quantity and tactical-technical performance of his weapons and equipment, the enemy army’s military thinking, and the characteristics of its commanders; information about our own side chiefly includes the intentions of higher authorities, the tasks assigned, the use of troops and weapons, the state of material and technical support, the ideological condition and tactical-technical level of officers and men, and the characteristics of the units. Every war is waged within a definite time and a definite space; terrain and weather have a major effect on the combat-operational actions of both belligerent sides, and this too is important content that ought to be thoroughly understood. On this, Mao Zedong once pointed out, in plain language: “An experienced soldier, provided he is modest and willing to learn, can grasp the disposition (of the officers, men, weapons, equipment, quartermaster’s supplies, and so on) of his own forces and also that of the enemy’s forces, and can grasp all the other conditions relevant to the war, such as politics, economics, geography and climate. Such a person has better grounds for and is more capable of directing war or fighting battles. This is knowledge of the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves, accumulated over a long period, from which the laws of action have been found, thereby

resolving the contradiction between the subjective and the objective.”¹

The circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves are an objective existence not shifted by human subjective will. Understanding, in accordance with the true face of both sides, the circumstances of both belligerent sides in every respect is the precondition for formulating correct strategy and tactics and carrying out correct guidance. The history of war has shown again and again that the effectiveness of combat operations depends on the depth and breadth of one’s understanding of the war situation. Clear understanding of the situation, great resolve, and correct methods — “clarity of the situation” is the objective foundation. Any commander who wishes to achieve the victory he anticipates in war must make it his primary task to become thoroughly familiar with the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves.



II. The Basic Characteristics of the War Situation

Because war is a struggle over life and death between masses of living human beings on the enemy’s side and our own, the war situation differs considerably from natural phenomena, and, compared with other social phenomena as well, has its own characteristics. Understanding and grasping the basic characteristics of the war situation helps one to know the enemy and know oneself, resolving the contradiction between the subjective and the objective, and making subjective understanding, on the whole (that is, in the parts that carry decisive significance), accord with the objective reality of both the enemy and ourselves. Achieving this gives one the foundation for victory.


1. The Phenomenon and Essence of the War Situation

The war situation, like every other thing in the world, has these two distinct yet closely interconnected aspects: phenomenon and essence. The phenomenon of the war situation refers to the surface characteristics and external connections of the war situation that people’s senses are able to perceive. The essence of the war situation is the relatively stable, necessary internal connection among the various phenomena of the war situation. Between phenomenon and essence there exists both unity and difference and opposition. If it is true that, for any thing in the world, phenomenon and essence never fully coincide, then the difference and opposition between the phenomenon and essence of war is still more pronounced — because, in war, many phenomena present themselves in the form of illusory appearances (false appearances, or apparitions).
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Generally speaking, the phenomenon and essence of a thing are consistent; the phenomenon is able directly to express the essence, and such a phenomenon is called a true appearance. But there are phenomena that are not consistent with the essence, often expressing the essence in a false form — such a phenomenon is an illusory appearance. The illusory appearance is also objective; it is produced by various actually existing conditions. It differs from subjective illusion, because subjective misperception is produced by a subjective error of cognition. But the illusory appearance is also connected with subjective illusion: the illusory appearance is manufactured in order to produce an illusion in the other side, while the illusion, in turn, often arises from a failure to see through the illusory appearance. The task of scientific cognition is precisely to penetrate through the phenomenon (the illusory appearance is also a phenomenon) and grasp the essence.

Precisely because the illusory appearance is not consistent with the essence, both sides of a war often make use of the various conditions actually present to artificially manufacture illusory appearances, in order to confuse the other side and conceal one’s own intentions. In China’s military history, there was already, long ago, the saying that “in war, one does not disdain deception,” advocating the use of stratagem and deceit to fool the enemy, so as to place him in a passive position. Mao Zedong likewise pointed out: “To create illusions and lull the enemy to sleep, and then to make a surprise attack on him, are ways of achieving superiority and taking the initiative; they are the important means whereby the inferior overcomes the superior.”¹ The saying “on Bagong Mountain, every plant and tree seemed to be an enemy soldier” is one instance of not being able to see through an illusory appearance and thereby forming an illusion. “Making a feint to the east while attacking in the west” is one method of manufacturing an illusory appearance to create an illusion in the enemy. In the years of the revolutionary war, our army often used methods of this kind, mixing empty and real, mixing truth and falsehood, plunging the enemy into a predicament of mistaken judgment and mistaken action.

Experienced military commanders all understand how to make use of this point, so as to conceal their own intentions and actions. In the Second World War, the Allied forces, in order to conceal their intentions with respect to the Normandy landings, succeeded in manufacturing the illusory appearance of a landing at Calais, causing the German army to form an illusion, and thereby achieving victory in the Normandy landings. Therefore, while manufacturing illusory appearances oneself, one must also pay attention to seeing through illusory appearances manufactured by the other side, in order to avoid being deceived — and one can even turn the enemy’s own scheme back on him, using illusory appearance to counter illusory appearance, and place the enemy in a position of defeat.

At present, some foreign armies are stepping up their research into how to make use of modern technology to manufacture
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illusory appearances. Apart from researching improvements on already-used measures such as concealing real targets, setting up false targets, spreading false intelligence, and using troop movements and information blackouts, they place particular emphasis on researching optical camouflage, anti-radar camouflage, and anti-infrared reconnaissance camouflage, concealing the true and displaying the false, in order to deceive and confuse the other side and achieve the goal of surprise attack. This makes understanding the circumstances of the other side considerably more difficult than understanding the circumstances of one’s own side.

Although the illusory appearance is not consistent with the essence, it nevertheless remains “a determination of the essence, one of its aspects, one of its facets.”¹ The illusory appearance is not subjective, but rather a distorted, objective expression of the essence of a thing under specific conditions. Therefore, so long as we observe carefully and analyze scientifically, we can, through the illusory appearance, see through the enemy’s true scheme. During the American aggressive war against Korea, the American side twice declared that it would “not cross the 38th parallel,” and would not cross the so-called “MacArthur Line” — both were seen through by us, because, alongside these, there were other phenomena to think through: first, American imperialism actively supported Chiang Kai-shek in waging civil war, ultimately failing, and American imperialism was not resigned to this failure. Second, at the same time that it aggressed against Korea, American imperialism dispatched the Seventh Fleet to occupy our Taiwan, openly violating our national territorial sovereignty, tearing up the agreement proclaimed in the Cairo Declaration of December 1, 1943, and reaffirmed by the Potsdam Proclamation of July 26, 1945, that “the territories Japan has stolen from China, such as Manchuria, Formosa [Taiwan], and the Pescadores [Penghu Islands], shall be restored to China.” Third, on September 15, 1950, American imperialism assembled the forces of 15 countries, and, under the banner of United Nations forces, after landing at Inchon in central Korea, extended the flames of war to the Chinese border, bombing Andong (present-day Dandong) and other Chinese cities. Linking these phenomena together for examination, one can clearly see that everything American imperialism said was pure falsehood, all of it using illusory appearance to conceal its aggressive essence.

This shows that judging by grasping only one isolated phenomenon makes it very difficult to identify an illusory appearance. One must link the various phenomena together in thought and analyze them in connection with the overall situation, unifying local phenomena with the overall situation, and repeatedly comparing and discriminating — only then can one help identify illusory appearances.

From this it can be seen that the illusory appearance has a dual character with respect to understanding the war situation: because the illusory appearance



① Collected Works of Lenin, Vol. 38, People’s Publishing House, 1959 ed., p. 157.

is also one aspect of the essence, identifying illusory appearances is also one aspect of the guarantee for understanding the essence of the war situation. But because the illusory appearance is inconsistent with the essence, this adds difficulty to understanding the war situation. Therefore, in understanding the war situation, one ought to understand, as far as possible, all the phenomena of both the enemy and ourselves (including both true and illusory appearances), and must absolutely not prematurely give up on phenomena one believes, subjectively, to be unrelated to the essence. Otherwise, one will be unable to grasp the essence of the thing, and will thereby suffer losses. To discuss essence apart from phenomenon inevitably departs from materialism; to remain solely on the surface of phenomena is to abandon dialectics. One must see through the phenomenon to the essence, grasp the local while seeing the overall situation, unify phenomenon and essence, and unify the local and the overall situation. Only this is the scientific method for understanding the war situation.



2. The Absolute Fluidity and Relative Fixity of the War Situation

The war situation possesses a greater degree of fluidity than other social phenomena. The ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus, proceeding from a world-picture of universal connection and universal motion, compared the motion and change of things to a great, never-ceasing river, declaring that no one can step into the same river twice. China’s ancient military strategist Sun Tzu likewise said that “the disposition of military force is like water,”¹ describing how war is as fluid and changeable as water. In this sense, no one can experience two wars that are completely identical. The history of humanity’s wars shows that not only does each war differ from previous wars, but even the various campaigns and battles within one and the same war are not completely identical either. This is because the political content and objectives of different wars differ, the weapons and equipment used differ, the composition of the combatant soldiers differs, the comparative strength of the two belligerent sides differs, and the natural conditions of the war differ; within the same war, the situation of the enemy and ourselves, the strategic posture, the combat mission, the use of troops, the quality of the officers and men, and terrain and weather all differ from one campaign or battle to the next, so that the methods of combat operations, too, necessarily differ. Of course, the fluidity of the war situation varies in degree according to the scale of the combat operations involved — within the scope of campaigns and combat, changes in the situation are more rapid and more variable than within the scope of strategy.

The greater the fluidity of the war situation, the greater the demand for timely intelligence; the two are closely linked. To guard against the phenomenon of intelligence losing its effect before it can be processed, owing to the rapid change of the combat situation, it is required that the commander possess the ability to react swiftly to
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changes in the war situation and to foresee its evolution, and prepare several contingency plans in the operational scheme, so that his own subjective guidance can keep pace with changes in the objective situation. In modern war, because the degree of mechanization and motorization of the troops has increased rapidly, the fluidity of the war situation is still greater, and military intelligence more easily becomes outdated. This places even higher demands on understanding the war situation.

One must acknowledge both the absolute fluidity of the war situation and its relative fixity. The two are a unity of opposites. The absolute fluidity of the war situation refers to the fact that, in the course of a war, quantitative changes in the war situation give rise to qualitative changes, and qualitative changes in turn give rise to new quantitative changes, the cycle repeating and continually changing. The relative fixity of the war situation refers to the fact that, within a given qualitative stage of the war situation (such as enemy strong and we weak, the enemy and ourselves in balance, enemy weak and we strong), although quantity is continually changing, quality is relatively fixed. This holds true whether the situation is strategic, campaign-level, or tactical. However, the war situation at the strategic level has a comparatively greater degree of fixity than the war situation at the campaign level; and the war situation at the campaign level has a greater degree of fixity than that at the tactical level. This is precisely the dialectic of fixity within fluidity, and fluidity within fixity, of the war situation. Understanding this point is of great significance for both military theory and practice. If the war situation had no relative fixity within a given time and to a given degree, then we would have no way to understand the war situation, and it would become something neither this nor that, or both this and that, ungraspable. It is precisely because the war situation has this relative fixity within a given time that it becomes possible for human subjective understanding to accord with objective reality; and such understanding, according with objective reality, is correct within a given time, even though this time, within the scope of combat operations, may be very brief. This requires the director of a war, in analyzing the war situation, to see, amid the flux, what is fixed, and take that as the basis for formulating operational plans; while at the same time seeing, amid what is fixed, what is fluid, so as to foresee the various possibilities (not just a single possibility) and formulate different operational plans corresponding to them, so as to flexibly cope with the various circumstances that may arise. Mao Zedong pointed out: “there is relative stability at each of its specific stages amidst absolute fluidity”¹ within the entire ever-flowing river of war. This is precisely



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 464.

one of the notable characteristics of the war situation. Therefore, on the one hand, one must acknowledge the absolute fluidity of the war situation, and, especially at the moment of transition between strategic stages, when carrying out a strategic transformation, one must let subjective understanding change along with the changed objective situation, and not, like the mechanists of war, allow one’s understanding to remain stuck at an old stage, rigidly clinging to old formulas. On the other hand, one must also acknowledge the relative fixity of the war situation — when quantitative changes within a given stage of the war situation are occurring, one must adhere to an understanding that originally accorded with the objective (if it does not accord with the objective, of course it must be changed), and not, like the relativists of war, be unable to affirm anything with confidence, vacillating and indecisive, changing orders morning and night, leaving subordinates confused and at a loss for what to do. The Wei Liaozi, “Zhan Wei” says: “In directing old troops, minor errors need not be corrected, minor doubts need not be reported” — this too is appropriate for understanding the war situation.



3. The Contingency and Necessity of the War Situation

The contingency present in the war situation is more pronounced, more complex, and more difficult to grasp than in other social phenomena, and must be given special attention when understanding the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves.

The contingency in the war situation refers to those unstable phenomena that appear in the course of the development of war. Such phenomena may occur or may not occur; they may occur in this way or that way; they may occur as expected, or may occur unexpectedly. But that which is hard to grasp is not the same as that which cannot be grasped at all. This is because contingency, too, is grounded in actually existing objective conditions; it is only that, because subjectively one adopts, according to one’s own needs, different modes of organization and methods of use for the objective conditions, the twists and complexities of the war situation appear. For example, during the War of Liberation, in order to destroy the enemy trying to annihilate our army at Suide, or to drive our army across the Yellow River, the Northwest Field Army used its main force, minus one regiment drawn from each brigade, in coordination with local units, to lure the enemy north, drawing Hu Zongnan’s main force toward the Suide area, isolating the enemy trying to annihilate the “flood dragon,” while we concentrated our main force to annihilate this enemy in one stroke. Striking the “flood dragon” was necessity, while the method of organizing and using the decoy force was contingent. There is no such thing as contingency that is purely a matter of subjective will, with no objective conditions to draw upon. What is more

important is that contingency and necessity are mutually connected and mutually dependent: necessity is the foundation and controlling force of contingency, and behind contingency lurks necessity; necessity expresses itself through a mass of contingencies, and contingency is the expression and complement of necessity — necessity in its bare, naked form, not expressed through contingency, does not exist.

Compared with necessity, contingency, although in a subordinate position, is nevertheless able to accelerate or delay the development of war. Therefore, while stressing understanding of the necessity of the war situation, one must also attend to studying the contingency of the war situation, analyzing the causes that give rise to contingency in the war situation, seeking methods for manufacturing contingency, and exploring paths for making use of favorable contingency and eliminating unfavorable contingency. It should be pointed out that, because contingency often presents itself as an individual phenomenon, seemingly lacking any regularity, it is often easily overlooked by people. In fact, this is a misconception: linking together the various contingencies for reflection, it is not hard to discover the necessity within them — it can be seen that contingency, too, occurs in a regular way, according to the demands of necessity. For example: so long as imperialism exists, the danger of the outbreak of war exists — this is necessity. But when, where, and how a war will occur has contingency. Moreover, this necessity has conditions attached: the conditions being unfulfilled, although a certain contingency appears, a great war may still not break out; but when the conditions are basically fulfilled, a great war may break out through various contingencies. Therefore, on the one hand we must examine the necessity through the contingency, and on the other hand we must, guided by necessity, examine the contingency. One must neither look only at contingency and not at necessity, leading to a constantly shifting resolve, at a loss what to do; nor look only at necessity and not at contingency, missing opportunities and falling into passivity. Therefore, one must unify contingency and necessity in one’s examination — only then is it possible to grasp the war situation with relative accuracy.

In war there are two different kinds of contingency. One kind is contingency produced by external conditions such as terrain and weather; the other kind is contingency produced by the process of combat-operational action itself. The first kind of contingency is common in combat-operational action. For instance, in the Second World War, the Allied Supreme Commander Eisenhower, based on the weather conditions at the time, originally decided to carry out the Normandy landing on June 4, 1944. But from June 2 onward, the weather

grew steadily worse, and the entire North Atlantic region was filled with one low-pressure system after another — in terms of both number and intensity, something not seen in the previous forty or fifty years. Just as the weather conditions were seriously threatening the landing plan, and the landing force was in a state of indecision over whether to advance or retreat, the meteorologists discovered that a cold air current was moving toward the strait, and that in the period after the cold air current passed through, before the next low-pressure system arrived, the weather might improve — and this day was likely to be June 6. The Allied forces therefore firmly resolved to designate June 6 as the day of the landing. The German Supreme Command, on the eve of the landing day, unanimously judged that, because the weather was too bad, it was impossible for the Allies to launch an offensive in the first week of June, and therefore canceled air and sea patrols; officers were permitted to take leave for recreation, and the front-line commander Rommel left his post and returned home to report to Hitler. The German army never expected that, within the violent storm, there would be a brief period of calm; the Allied forces made precise use of this window of time to cross the English Channel, achieving surprise in their action.

The opposing goals pursued by the two belligerent sides in war are the source giving rise to the second kind of contingency. Because of mutual offense or defense, both belligerent sides in a war produce two tendencies: one is to strive for the greatest possible purposefulness, planning, and organization — that is, orderliness of action; the other is that, owing to the effect of the other side’s action, purposefulness, planning, and organization are disrupted — that is, disorder of action. The greater the disorder of one side’s action, the greater the possibility of defeat. Therefore, both belligerent sides go to every length to seek out and exploit contingency favorable to themselves and unfavorable to the enemy, in order to disrupt the other side’s stability and orderliness, and to seize victory in the war. Military strategists throughout history have all placed great emphasis on manufacturing the enemy’s misperception and unpreparedness, seeking out the contingency that will bring about victory through surprise.

Modern war is waged in coordination among the various services and branches, and, with the use of large-scale, highly complex technical weaponry — including large-scale weapons of mass destruction — the opportunities for contingency to arise have increased. In the process of coordinated action, a problem in any single link, or a technical malfunction in any part of the complex technical system, can give rise to all kinds of unexpected contingency unfavorable to combat-operational action.

How to understand and handle the contingency in war is a serious task facing commanders in modern war. To this end: first, one must give due attention to contingency,

especially those contingent phenomena that have a major effect on accelerating or delaying the process of the war, and must be skilled at seeing through the ever-changing contingent phenomena to understand the necessary tendency of the development of the war. Second, one must not simply follow along after contingent phenomena, dealing with matters as they arise without principle. In formulating the operational guiding principle, operational plan, and implementation methods, on the basis of understanding the necessary tendency, one must by no means change one’s plans arbitrarily, or drift along with events, because of some contingent phenomenon. One must unify contingency and necessity, engaging in dialectical thought, both seeing through contingency to discover its necessity, without being misled by contingency, and taking necessity as one’s guide, examining the effect of contingency on the war situation, without underestimating the position and role of contingency in war. Neglecting or exaggerating the contingency in the war situation are both wrong.



4. The Uncertainty and Certainty of the War Situation

The uncertainty of the war situation is another important characteristic distinguishing the practical activity of war from other practical activities. It often means that, on many occasions, people are unable fully to know the enemy and know themselves, unable to fully clarify the certain circumstances of both sides, bringing a certain difficulty to understanding the war situation.

The uncertainty of the war situation is expressed, first of all, in combat intelligence — especially intelligence concerning the enemy’s troop strength and weaponry, combat deployment, and operational intentions, which is not easy to obtain fully, even today, with modern reconnaissance technology available. Second, the uncertainty of the war situation is also expressed in the fact that intelligence obtained through different sources is often contradictory, a mixture of true and false. Many military strategists have long noticed this characteristic of the war situation. Clausewitz said: “War is the realm of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war is based are wrapped in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty.”¹ Third, because the war situation is constantly in flux, by the time intelligence that has been obtained reaches the command organization, the situation may already have undergone changes of varying degree.

But one must absolutely not use the uncertainty of the war situation to deny a certain degree of



① [Germany] Clausewitz, On War, Vol. 1, Commercial Press, 1978 ed., p. 68.

certainty. That is to say, the commander should not be helpless in the face of the uncertainty of the war situation. Because war is not some ungraspable, mysterious thing, but remains a necessary motion within the world. Therefore, “no matter how uncertain the situation, no matter how uncertain the action of war, if one masters its general features and its salient points, it is quite possible to direct a war or a battle. Preceded by various methods of reconnaissance and followed by conclusions drawn by the intelligent brain of the commander through analysis and inference, minimizing errors, is what makes general, correct direction possible.”¹ In modern war, as the fluidity and suddenness of the war situation increase, the uncertainty of the war situation also increases; but modern reconnaissance technology also provides a powerful means for eliminating this ever-growing uncertainty. Various reconnaissance satellites, flying at an altitude several thousand kilometers above the earth, can closely monitor military actions on the ground; all kinds of radar can detect and track targets thousands of kilometers away; sonar in the water can detect submarines navigating deep in the ocean; night-vision equipment can observe vehicles and personnel within a certain distance in the dead of night. This shows that, relying on advanced reconnaissance technology and scientific logical thought, it is entirely possible to reduce the uncertainty of the war situation, increase certainty, achieve a broad accordance between the subjective and the objective, and implement correct general guidance of the war.

We say that the uncertainty of the war situation is a characteristic of war, speaking relative to other human activities — it is not to say that all, or even most, of the circumstances of war are uncertain. In actual fact, most of the situation is certain or relatively certain — at the very least, the circumstances of our own side are certain, the natural conditions of the battlefield, such as terrain and weather, are generally certain, and a portion of the circumstances of the enemy is likewise certain.

Studying the uncertainty and certainty of the war situation is of great significance for the commander’s combat command activities. Since “the phenomena of war are less standardized than the phenomena of any other field of human activity, and are less amenable to being handled with fixed and universal rules,”² this all the more requires that the commander be skilled at gathering as much intelligence material as possible, through every channel and by every means, and applying the method of logical thought,
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to seize the essential point from among the material already at hand (even if that material is incomplete), and, through correct inference and judgment, correctly handle the relationship between phenomenon and essence, the relationship between absolute fluidity and relative fixity, and the relationship between contingency and necessity, so as to eliminate uncertainty to the greatest extent possible, and to build one’s resolve and plans on the foundation of a situation that is, on the whole, certain. Since the uncertainty of the war situation is created by both belligerent sides, one should strive to hand uncertainty over to the enemy, while leaving as much certainty as possible to oneself. Experience shows that creating misperception and achieving surprise in the enemy are effective methods for achieving this goal. “Therefore, having all the people who oppose the enemy take up arms, and carrying out extensive raids against the enemy, and at the same time using this to seal off information, screening our own army, so that the enemy has no way of knowing where and when our army will attack him, creating the objective basis for his misperception and unpreparedness, is exceedingly important.”¹ That the Chinese Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army, with weak military strength, was often able to win victory, owed a very great deal to this. During the agrarian revolutionary war period, the Central Red Army’s third counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign was a celebrated example in which uncertainty was deliberately handed over to the enemy, and victory was won by exploiting the enemy’s misperception and unpreparedness. Because of good conditions of popular support, the enemy, roaming about within the Soviet area for over twenty days, could not locate the Red Army’s main force. Later, when the enemy divided into three routes, forming a crescent-shaped encirclement, closing in on the Xingguo, North Gaoxing area where the Red Army’s main force was concealed and concentrated, the Red Army’s main force squeezed out through a gap twenty li wide between the two enemy forces at Chongxian and Xingguo, and, before the enemy could clearly discern our whereabouts or reinforce in time, won three consecutive victories at Liantang, Liangcun, and Huangpi in quick succession, then slipped away eastward. When the enemy became aware and adopted a dense, large-encirclement posture, approaching the Red Army’s main force’s new concentration area — the region east of Junbu — our army, sensing that what the enemy feared most was the Red Army’s main force breaking out northward toward Linchuan, feinted with a portion of its force in the direction of Le’an, drawing the enemy’s main force northeastward, and Chiang Kai-shek indeed took the bait. Meanwhile, the Red Army’s main force of over twenty thousand men, making use of the darkness of night, once again squeezed through a gap in the mountains ten li wide between two enemy forces, slipping away unseen, and returned to the Xingguo area. Later, when Chiang Kai-shek again advanced westward, seeking a decisive battle with the Red Army’s main force, the Red Army, in order to draw out and exhaust the enemy, once again moved westward, taking the mountainous region centered on Yijun and Caiyuangang, and, at its ease, awaited the exhausted enemy. By this time
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the enemy forces had already spent two months wandering back and forth among the towering mountains, the men exhausted and the horses spent — “the fat dragged themselves along, the thin dragged themselves to their deaths” — and had no choice but to end their “encirclement and suppression” campaign. Our army, once more taking advantage of the enemy’s hasty retreat, launched a pursuit, winning the victories of the Huangtuling and Fangshiling engagements. This was precisely the advantage possessed by people’s war — an advantage possessed uniquely by a just revolutionary war, one that an unjust counter-revolutionary war, however hard it tries, can never achieve. In the future war to defend the motherland, we will certainly be able to gain still broader support from the popular masses than in the domestic revolutionary war. Fully bringing into play the superiority of the socialist system, waging a great people’s war in earnest, genuinely fostering good relations with the people, implementing the arming of the entire people — these will certainly be able to seal off, as much as possible, the eyes and ears of the invading enemy, turning them into the blind and the deaf, muddling the minds of their commanders as much as possible, turning them into madmen who blunder about in confusion. In a word: hand over as much of the uncertainty as possible to the enemy, and keep as much of the certainty as possible for ourselves.

The four basic characteristics of the war situation discussed above are also four pairs of contradictions in our understanding of the war situation. Correctly handling the dialectical relationship among them — grasping the essence, relative fixity, and necessity, and certainty of the war situation through the phenomenon, absolute fluidity, contingency, and uncertainty of the war situation — is the scientific method for correctly understanding the war situation and making the subjective accord with the objective.




III. The First Process of Understanding the War Situation

The four basic characteristics of the war situation run through the entire process of war. People’s understanding of the war situation proceeds from not knowing to knowing, deepening step by step from the shallow to the deep. To put it concretely, this means going through a gradually deepening dialectical process of development. Speaking of a single concrete war, the period of war preparation is one process of understanding the situation — the process of formulating the operational plan; the period of war implementation is a further process of understanding — the process of testing, correcting, supplementing, and developing the operational plan. Only by following this path can one build war guidance and combat command upon a scientific foundation of understanding, and stand on unshakeable ground.

The first process of understanding the war situation is precisely the process, prior to the formulation of the operational plan, of understanding the war

situation.

This process includes two stages: thoroughly gathering material on the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves, and, on this basis, carrying out dialectical thought in order to form judgments, make decisions, and produce plans. This is the process of turning the objective into the subjective — that is, the process by which matter is turned into spirit. On this, Mao Zedong gave a penetrating account, saying: “A commander’s correct dispositions stem from a correct decision, a correct decision stems from a correct judgment, and a correct judgment stems from a thorough and necessary reconnaissance and from pondering over various data of reconnaissance with a Rear open mind. The commander in directing war makes use of all possible and necessary means of reconnaissance, then makes a careful selection and refinement of the great mass of reconnaissance material about the enemy’s situation and, discarding the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true, proceeding from the one to the other and from the outside to the inside; then, having added this to the material about the circumstances of his own side, and studied their relative comparison and their interconnections, he arrives at his own judgment, makes up his mind and works out his plan. This is the complete process of knowing a situation which a commander goes through prior to forming a concept of operations, a plan of operations or a plan of a campaign or battle.”¹


1. Thoroughly Possessing Material on the Enemy’s and Our Own Circumstances

This requires the commander to earnestly carry out reconnaissance of enemy intelligence and investigation of our own side’s circumstances. The characteristic of the war situation determines that “knowing the enemy” is more difficult than “knowing oneself.” Incompleteness of enemy intelligence is a problem frequently encountered in war guidance. Therefore, reconnaissance of the enemy should be given special attention.

The reason we stress earnest reconnaissance of enemy intelligence and thorough investigation of our own side’s circumstances, and oppose one or a few people sitting in a room racking their brains, is precisely that only in this way is it possible faithfully to reflect the actual circumstances of the war. Apart from this, the commander’s resolve becomes water without a source, wood without roots, and the operational plan loses its due objective foundation, becoming a castle in the air. This is the fundamental boundary distinguishing materialism from idealism in understanding the war situation.

Accuracy of the situation is the objective foundation for correctness of resolve, and is the key to gaining victory in war; therefore, since ancient times, military strategists have placed great emphasis on understanding enemy intelligence. According to the Zuo Zhuan’s account
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, when the state of Jin was about to attack the state of Zheng, Xun Wenzi, in view of the unclear state of enemy intelligence, argued against advancing lightly. He said: “The gentleman’s planning of a matter considers the beginning, middle, and end, and only afterward acts upon it. Now, our being ignorant on three counts, and yet entering — is that not difficult?”¹ He held that a wise commander’s strategy and plans ought to be built on the foundation of a full understanding of the enemy’s history and present circumstances; to launch an offense without having clarified enemy intelligence makes victory difficult to attain. China’s earliest surviving military treatise, Sun Tzu, states still more clearly: “One who does not know the circumstances of the enemy is the height of unbenevolence; he is no commander of men, no assistant of his sovereign, no master of victory.” And also: “Only the enlightened sovereign and the worthy general who are able to use the highly intelligent for espionage are certain to achieve great things. This is essential in war; the army relies on this in order to move.”² Bourgeois military strategists have also grasped this reasoning quite well; Clausewitz once said: “Intelligence is that we use of every kind of information about the enemy and his country, the foundation for our own plans and actions.”³

Modern reconnaissance means, such as radar, aircraft, sonar, and satellites, have strengthened human senses, creating favorable conditions for enemy intelligence to be reflected in the human mind more quickly and more accurately.

War is an armed confrontation between the enemy and ourselves; understanding the enemy alone without understanding oneself will not do. Investigation of our own side’s circumstances is likewise very important. In ancient times, Sun Tzu already gave this great attention, saying: “Know the enemy and know yourself, and you will never be in peril in a hundred battles; not knowing the enemy but knowing yourself, one battle you win, one you lose; knowing neither the enemy nor yourself, every battle you will surely be in peril.” Mao Zedong instructed us “not to make light of this saying,” repeatedly stressing the need to be thoroughly familiar with the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves. One must by no means, because understanding one’s own side’s circumstances is relatively easier than understanding the enemy’s circumstances, neglect thorough investigation and research into one’s own side’s circumstances. Insufficient depth in knowing oneself, and improper use of personnel, are equally capable of leading to defeat. Lessons of this kind in the history of war are not few. Knowing the enemy without knowing oneself, just like knowing oneself without knowing the enemy, are both one-sided, and neither can produce an operational plan that seeks truth from facts.
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In understanding the war situation, to be a thoroughgoing materialist, one must do the following:

First, be objective, not “assume.” In war, the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves are objectively existent, not shifting according to human will. Therefore, reconnaissance of enemy intelligence and investigation of our own side’s circumstances must both uphold a materialist, objective attitude, permitting not the slightest subjective arbitrariness. In particular, reconnaissance of enemy intelligence requires not only instrumental reconnaissance, but also actual reconnaissance of the battlefield; not only capable reconnaissance personnel carrying out reconnaissance, but, in decisive engagements and critical battles, still more continuous, meticulous reconnaissance. Here, fearing hardship and shirking effort will not do; fear of death and avoidance of difficulty is a shameful act. Preconceived, formulaic reconnaissance, or crude and careless reconnaissance, will both bring failure to combat operations. Not only that: for abnormal circumstances, doubtful circumstances, and circumstances not easily clarified in a short time, one must resolve to use every reconnaissance means to clarify the situation, and must never shrink back at the sight of difficulty, deceiving oneself. As for our own side’s circumstances, one likewise must not rely on old impressions, personal preferences, or merely listening to reports to understand the situation, but must, in accordance with the constantly changing circumstances, promptly and deeply conduct thorough and meticulous investigation and research. Only in this way can one lay a solid foundation for formulating a correct operational plan.

Second, be comprehensive, not one-sided. In war, the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves are made up of many factors. Neglecting any single factor will lead to loss. Such factors as the troop strength of both sides and the quantity and quality of their weapons, the enemy army’s military thought, organizational structure, historical tradition, combat-operational characteristics, tactical-technical level, and internal state of unity, the military and political competence and characteristics of commanders, troop morale, current combat deployment, combat organization, communications, supply of material, relations with the local populace, and the terrain, weather, and road and transport conditions of the battlefield — all circumstances related to the war must be clarified; one must absolutely not take a part for the whole, sampling one point to cover ten thousand, or fill any gap in reconnaissance or investigation with subjective imagination, and must be especially attentive with respect to campaigns and battles of decisive significance to the overall situation. It should be known that the more comprehensive the understanding of the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves, the more thorough the operational plan will be, and the greater the assurance of victory — while one-sidedness is always linked with defeat. This causal connection is seen time and time again.

Third, be precise, not vague. Understanding the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves must achieve the greatest possible degree of precision — one is one, two is two; what exists is present, what does not exist is absent; what is not clarified is unclarified, what is doubtful is doubtful. What is most to be avoided is treating the war situation in an irresponsible, self-deceiving manner, with such expressions as “roughly,” “perhaps,” “more or less,” or using speculation and estimation, saying it could be this way or that. Such treatment will be paid for with the blood of soldiers. In the history of war, there have been no few instances in which the inaccuracy of information about a single firing position, a single blockhouse, a single door or window, a single small road, a single small bridge, the direction and speed of flow of a single waterway, or the troop strength and weaponry of a single stronghold, led to defeat in combat or excessive casualties.

Fourth, be swift, not delayed. In particular, as the degree of automation of modern weaponry greatly increases and the mobility of armies becomes extremely swift, intelligence very easily becomes outdated. Outdated intelligence, even if obtained at great cost, and even if entirely accurate at the moment it was obtained, is utterly useless. If one makes a decision based on outdated intelligence, one is certain to suffer defeat.

The above four points show that understanding the war situation, in order to make the subjective accord with the objective, is an extremely practical, extremely concrete matter, requiring objectivity, comprehensiveness, accuracy, and timeliness — the essence of the latter three properties is likewise objectivity; these four demands for understanding the war situation are indispensable, none can be missing. To violate this makes it impossible to achieve accordance between the subjective and the objective, impossible to seek truth from facts in making a decision, and impossible to produce a practically feasible operational plan. But at this stage, understanding of the war situation still belongs to the stage of perceptual knowledge; to truly grasp the essence of the war situation, understanding must be further deepened.



2. On the Basis of Possessing Material, Forming Judgment, Making Decisions, and Producing a Plan

Reconnaissance of enemy intelligence and investigation of our own side’s circumstances can only provide the surface phenomena and external connections of the war situation; its internal, essential, relatively fixed, necessary, and certain content — that is, its regularity — cannot be revealed by the sense organs alone. It can be obtained only by relying on the organ of thought — the brain — to carry out dialectical thinking that links together the possessed material. Without using one’s mind, satisfied merely with listing phenomena, one cannot produce a judgment consistent

with actual circumstances.

How is dialectical thinking to be carried out on the possessed material? The method is precisely what Mao Zedong stressed: “discarding the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true, proceeding from the one to the other and from the outside to the inside.”¹ Engels pointed out: “thought consists as much in the taking apart of objects of consciousness into their elements as in the combination of connected elements into a unity. Without analysis, no synthesis.”² Only through a method combining analysis and synthesis — that is, the sixteen-character method above — can one form a judgment, make a decision, and produce an operational plan, so that matter can be turned into spirit and reach the stage of rational knowledge.

Through reconnaissance and investigation, the various phenomena obtained concerning the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves include both true appearances that directly express the essence, and illusory appearances that distort the expression of the essence; they include things that play a primary role in the development of the battle situation, and also things that play a secondary or minor role; they include things closely related to making a decision, and also things not much related; they include things related to the overall situation, and also things related only to a partial situation — in a word, they are a mixture of the essential and the crude, the true and the false, mutually disconnected, with inside and outside unclear. Listing the entirety of the phenomena of the war situation without distinguishing what matters from what does not, indiscriminately, will certainly not produce a correct judgment; but arbitrarily discarding material that is subjectively and blindly believed to be unimportant is likewise unable to produce a correct judgment. This requires applying dialectical thought, first carrying out an analysis and comparison of the material possessed, discriminating and selecting it. That is to say, one divides it into different parts and different aspects, comparing and discriminating between what is “essential,” what is “crude,” what is “true,” and what is “false,” and then “discards the dross and selects the essential, eliminates the false and retains the true”: selecting the material related to the overall situation, playing a primary role, and being truthful, discarding material that is entirely false; placing material related only to a partial situation in a subordinate position, without discarding it; giving special attention to discriminating abnormal circumstances, neither easily denying nor easily affirming them; neither being deceived by illusory appearances, nor becoming excessively entangled in minor, unimportant details. This provides the conditions for the transformation from analysis to synthesis and the deepening of understanding.
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After “discarding the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true,” understanding must continue to advance, by taking the basic circumstances related to the overall situation, which have been discriminated and selected as genuine and reliable, and linking them together “proceeding from the one to the other,” linking together the basic circumstances of the various opposing factors between the enemy and ourselves, repeatedly comparing and cross-referencing them, and exploring their mutual relationships. And carrying out a “proceeding from the outside to the inside” exploration of this relationship, going from phenomenon into essence, from external connection deeper into internal connection, seeking the mutual interaction and developmental tendency of the various basic circumstances between the enemy and ourselves, grasping the essence, relative fixity, necessity, and certainty of the war situation, and finding its laws of action. This lays a reliable foundation for forming a judgment consistent with the objective, and thereby making a decision and formulating an operational plan.

On the surface, “discarding the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true” emphasizes analysis, while “proceeding from the one to the other, from the outside to the inside” emphasizes synthesis — but this is only to explain the concrete process and method of understanding. In fact the sixteen characters are a unity; analysis and synthesis are closely linked together — without analysis there is no synthesis, and without synthesis there is likewise no analysis; there is synthesis within analysis, and analysis within synthesis; the two are a dialectical unity in the process of thought’s motion. It would be wrong to artificially separate them. To further illustrate this question, let us give a concrete example. In analyzing the circumstances of the Sino-Japanese war, Mao Zedong first, through discarding the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true, broke down the various circumstances of the war into seven components — political, economic, military, natural, the character of the war, international support, and the ability of subjective guidance — and made a concrete analysis of each of these seven aspects for both China and Japan. In this analysis, it was not simply a listing of phenomena without distinguishing primary from secondary, but rather analysis containing synthesis within it. Then, proceeding from the one to the other and from the outside to the inside, he combined the seven opposing aspects of China and Japan and cross-referenced them, clearly depicting their mutual relationship and internal connection, and arrived at four basic pairs of opposing factors: first, the enemy strong and we weak; second, the enemy a small country and we a large country; third, the enemy retrogressive and we progressive; fourth, the enemy lacking support and we receiving much support. He then went on to study the position and role of each of these four contradictions, respectively. The first contradiction showed that the War of Resistance against Japan would necessarily be a protracted war, because the transformation of enemy strong and we weak into enemy weak and we strong

would require a fairly long process of transformation, and could not be hurried. The last three contradictions showed that we were capable of sustaining protracted resistance and winning final victory. This is precisely the fundamental law of the War of Resistance against Japan. It is not hard to see that Mao Zedong’s understanding of the War of Resistance against Japan ran synthesis through analysis, and ran analysis through synthesis, combining the two dialectically together. The judgment made in this way, practice has proven, was a judgment that accorded with the objective; the decision made on this basis was a decision that accorded with the objective; and the operational plan determined on this basis — divided into the three stages of strategic defense (enemy strong, we weak), strategic stalemate (enemy and ourselves in balance), and strategic counter-offense (enemy weak, we strong) — was likewise an operational plan that accorded with the objective.

The logical thought sequence described above — of reconnaissance (including investigation), judgment, decision, and plan — and the logical thought method of the “sixteen characters,” are the scientific sequence and scientific method of the first process of understanding the war situation, because only in this way can the subjective be made to accord with the objective, and can one truly seek truth from facts.




IV. The Second Process of Understanding the War Situation

The formulation of the operational plan is not the end of understanding the war situation. Whether the operational plan, in its subjective form, accords with the objective reality of the war must still be tested in the practice of war. Mao Zedong once pointed out: “the process of knowing a situation continues even after the formulation of a military plan. Implementation of the plan, from its beginning to the conclusion of a military operation, represents a second stage in the process of knowing a situation, the stage of carrying it out.”¹ This is a process of turning subjective plans into war practice — that is, the process by which spirit is turned into matter.

This process is one in which the subjective is further made to accord with the objective, a process in which understanding is deepened. In the process of implementing the plan, among the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves, which are the object of cognition, some contradictions originally concealed or not yet fully exposed will successively come to light, giving rise to some new circumstances and new contradictions. At the same time, whether the understanding of the various circumstances was accurate when the operational plan was formulated, and whether the judgment was
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correct, will likewise be subject to the test of practice. This requires that the director of a war’s subjective understanding (that is, the operational plan) must also change accordingly. Precisely because the contradictions in the war situation, and the various sides of these contradictions, are not exposed all at once, but rather exposed step by step, correct understanding, too, is not accomplished in a single stroke, but advances step by step, is filled out step by step, and deepens step by step. Therefore, the accordance of the subjective with the objective is neither achieved in one leap, nor achieved once and for all, but is a process of continual accordance, continual deepening, running through the whole of the war from beginning to end — according and then not according, not according and then according again; non-accordance is absolute, accordance is relative; so long as the war has not ended, this process of the subjective according with the objective will never come to a close. If the war situation has changed, and subjective understanding (expressed as judgment, decision, and plan) does not change accordingly, or refuses to change, it is bound to run into a wall. Therefore, the second process of understanding the war situation — the process of, through war practice, testing and correcting the operational plan — is a process of feedback regulation (see the diagram).

[Diagram: A — Objective existence (the war situation); B — Subjective understanding (operational plan); C — Comparison; D — War practice. Arrows: from A to Comparison via “result of practice”; from B to Comparison via “anticipated result”; from Comparison, “correction of understanding (feedback)” back to B; from B to D (“war practice”); from D back to A.]

In the diagram, A represents objective existence, that is, the war situation; B represents subjective understanding, that is, the operational plan. At the outset, the commander’s subjective understanding, tested through war practice (D), may not fully accord with objective reality, and at times may even diverge greatly. The result of the practice

will be expressed through the objective war situation (A). In the course of war, the commander continually compares the anticipated result derived from subjective understanding (the output of B) with the result of war practice (the output of A) (this is comparison, C). If there is a gap between the anticipated result and the actual result, this will feed back, and on this basis subjective understanding — that is, the operational plan — is revised, so that the gap between the anticipated result of understanding and the actual result of practice narrows. Through many rounds of this kind of feedback regulation, the commander’s subjective-objective contradiction can be resolved, and the operational plan can step by step approach the truth. This is similar to the way a guided missile, through the feedback effect of its guidance system, continually tracks its target, ultimately hitting the target with great precision.

The practice of war proves that it is common for an operational plan, after being tested by war practice, to be partly changed, and it also happens from time to time that it is entirely changed. Therefore, from the moment the operational plan is put into implementation, the commander must continuously monitor changes in the war situation, and must be skilled at, according to the changed circumstances, promptly forming new judgments, making new decisions, and revising the original plan, so that it fits the new circumstances. Promptly revising and perfecting the original plan, through the test of war practice, so that subjective guidance keeps pace with the development of the objective circumstances, continually resolving the contradiction between the subjective and the objective, is an important link in guaranteeing correct command. In modern war, because the degree of automation of weapons and equipment is high and the mobility of the troops is strong, the war situation changes with great rapidity, and commanders often do not have time to revise their decision according to the new circumstances, or, after revising their decision, before it can even be put into operational action, new circumstances have already arisen once more. This gives rise to the problem of increasing the speed of feedback — that is, increasing the speed at which the commander receives, organizes, and transmits information, and the speed at which the troops carry out orders. Only when the speed of feedback matches the speed of change in the war situation can the commander’s understanding keep pace with changes in the war situation, and, according to this change, continually revise the plan, so as to resolve the contradiction between the subjective and the objective. To this end, one must strengthen command automation, raising command effectiveness and the troops’ capacity for rapid response.

The two processes of understanding the war situation discussed above are spoken of with respect to a single concrete war. In a single concrete war, going through the process from reconnaissance and investigation to forming a judgment, making a decision, and producing an operational plan, and then, through many rounds of feedback regulation from operational plan to war practice, finally achieving accordance between the subjective and the objective, and seizing victory

in the war. At this point, people’s understanding of this concrete war situation is considered complete. In order to explore laws of understanding the war situation that are of a more universal character, serving as general rules guiding people’s understanding of the war situation, one must, in the constant study and summation of the practice of various particular, concrete wars, of the experience — both positive and negative — of understanding the war situation, continually enrich and develop the general laws for understanding the war situation, providing a scientific methodological weapon for understanding the circumstances of new wars that arise in the future, so as to win more battles and lose fewer, and seize victory in the new war. From this it can be seen that, although the two processes of understanding the war situation, as a single concrete process of war, come to a close, yet, as a continuation of war, so long as war exists, the guidance of every war has these same two processes of understanding the war situation — this is common to all wars; but in each specific war, the content and means of understanding each have their own particularity. In the continuation of war, the many repeated cycles of these two processes of understanding the war situation are formed; this repeated cycling is by no means a simple repetition, but is each time more profound, richer, and more comprehensive than the last. People’s understanding of the war situation develops along with the development of war; there is no such thing as something fixed and unchanging.



V. The Planned Character and Flexibility of War Guidance

Above we discussed the four basic characteristics of the war situation — namely, the contradiction between phenomenon and essence, the contradiction between fluidity and fixity, the contradiction between contingency and necessity, and the contradiction between uncertainty and certainty. Of the two opposed aspects within each of these four pairs of contradictions, the former is the objective basis for flexibility, and the latter is the objective basis for planning. In the guidance of war, to make the subjective accord with the objective, one must acknowledge both planning and flexibility; the two complement each other, and neither can be dispensed with. To acknowledge only planning while denying flexibility, or to acknowledge only flexibility while denying planning, is in either case subjectivism, in which the subjective is divorced from the objective. Therefore, correctly understanding and handling the relationship between planning and flexibility becomes a major problem of war guidance.


1. Flexibility within Planning

War is a highly centralized, unified, organized, and purposeful social activity; guiding war cannot dispense with planning. Mao Zedong said: “As the saying goes, ‘Take precautions before the danger arises’ and ‘Don’t fight unprepared battles, don’t fight uncertain battles’ — this is exactly it. Without preparedness and prior planning, victory in war is impossible.”¹

Because of the fluidity and uncertainty of the war situation, achieving planning in war is more difficult than in most other human activities, and there are those who, on this basis, deny the possibility and necessity of formulating operational plans. This view sees only the side of the fluidity and uncertainty of the war situation, and fails to see the side of the relative fixity and certainty of the war situation. This one-sided view inevitably leads to unplanned, aimless, blind fumbling, and its result is certain to end in running into a wall. Combat operations absolutely must have a plan — on this point, there can be no wavering.

The operational plan is the operational scheme drawn up by the commander, on the basis of his fundamental understanding of the war situation and its necessary developmental tendency, in order to complete a given operational mission. Of course, the determination of this operational mission includes both a subjective need and an objective possibility, and the subjective need is grounded in the objective possibility — a subjective need proposed apart from objective possibility is subjectivist and cannot be realized. But there are two one-sided views of objective possibility: one is to exaggerate objective possibility excessively, treating a possibility that lies in the future as an actual present possibility — this is the cognitive root of adventurism; the other is to regard a possibility that could be realized through effort as one that cannot be realized — this is the cognitive root of conservatism. In sum, the determination of a mission is the unity of objective possibility and subjective need; to deny or disregard either aspect is mistaken.

That the operational plan, in its subjective form, should be formulated so as to accord with objective reality, striving to make it truly feasible, is one aspect; there is another aspect as well, namely that the operational plan must adapt to changes in the war situation before it can possibly complete the operational mission victoriously — and this requires that the operational plan possess flexibility. That is to say, the operational plan must be rooted in an understanding of the war situation and its necessary tendency, while also taking into account the fluidity of the war situation and the uncertainty of certain circumstances, as well as the various contingent circumstances that may arise — for example, a future
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war might be a nuclear war, or it might be a war fought with conventional weapons; the development of the battle situation might proceed smoothly, or it might meet obstruction; an offense might succeed in taking its objective, or it might not; a defense might hold its position, or it might not hold it; the main attack and the secondary attack might be carried out according to the original plan, or the main attack might be checked and turn into a secondary attack, while the secondary attack succeeds and turns into the main attack; the maneuvering of forces might succeed entirely, largely, or hardly at all; an offense against a weak enemy might, in fact, prove to be an offense against a strong enemy; an attempt to divide and encircle the enemy might succeed or might fail; a withdrawal might be carried out successfully or might not; communications might function smoothly or might break down; an airborne assault might succeed or might fail; combat-operational coordination might go well, or some link might run into trouble, affecting coordination; logistical supply might arrive on time, or might temporarily fail to keep up; the foreseen war situation might, in some cases, turn out otherwise than expected, and so on. In sum, the battlefield situation changes in the blink of an eye, and is intricately complex; a problem in any single link will inevitably affect the related links. Therefore, an operational plan absolutely must not take into account only a single possibility, but must consider multiple possibilities, while also estimating, from among the multiple possibilities, the primary possibility, and, on the basis of this estimate, determining the primary operational scheme. In determining the primary operational scheme, one must also give due consideration to the other possibilities, preparing in advance as comprehensive a set of emergency measures as possible, so that the plan becomes one that both has a primary operational scheme and is also able to flexibly use its forces, flexibly carry out its deployment, and flexibly change its operational means in response to various circumstances. In a word, one must uphold accordance between the subjective and the objective, changing according to changes in the enemy, seeking truth from facts, preparing in advance, and responding promptly to changing circumstances — only then can the operational plan adapt, to the greatest possible degree, to the sudden, ever-changing actual circumstances of war.

Although the operational plan is built upon the certainty and necessity of the war situation, one must also recognize that, because the war situation is constantly in flux, necessity, too, is expressed through contingency. In addition, judgments about certain phenomena may not be entirely accurate; therefore, the certainty of the circumstances on which the operational plan is based is limited — and this limitation is often considerable, and the time involved quite brief. In the process of carrying out the plan, as the original contradictions are further exposed and some new contradictions emerge, unforeseen and suddenly arising, contingent circumstances will inevitably appear from time to time — this determines that, in the

execution of the plan, one must absolutely not mechanically copy and rigidly implement it, but must have a certain degree of flexibility.

Because the scope of strategic plans, campaign plans, and combat plans differ, the degree of fixity of the objective circumstances on which they are based likewise differs, and so the degree of flexibility, too, is not the same. “Tactical plans, e.g. plans for the offensive or defensive combat operations of small units, are apt to change many times in a single day. Campaign plans, that is, plans for the actions of large formations, can as a rule cover an entire campaign, but even in the course of a single campaign, partial changes are common, and total changes occur every now and then. Strategic plans, based on the general situation of the two belligerent sides, have a greater degree of fixity, but they, too, hold good only within a given strategic stage; when the war advances into a new stage, the strategic plan must change.”¹ This is determined by the very nature of operational plans of different scope, and is an objective existence. Commanders at every level should consciously grasp this, and, with flexibility, seize victory in the war.

That the formulation of an operational plan should carry flexibility, and that the execution of an operational plan should carry flexibility, is an expression of flexibility within planning.



2. Planning within Flexibility

Flexibility is by no means recklessness — recklessness is something that should be rejected, and blind action must be opposed. “By flexibility is meant the timely and appropriate handling of circumstances by a commander of high military and political quality on the basis of the objective situation — ‘a full grasp of the situation’ (this refers to the enemy’s situation, our own situation, and the terrain, and so on) — this is a certain skill, that is, the application of the art of war.”² This is to say that the essence of flexibility lies in making subjective understanding keep pace with the ever-changing objective situation. Only one who holds the overall situation firmly in mind, possesses a certain level of military and political competence, and diligently examines and is skilled at thought, and only one who possesses a scientific attitude of seeking truth from facts and “does not seek fame in advancing, does not shirk blame in retreating,”³ can truly achieve this. Flexibility and subjective arbitrariness are qualitatively different.

Planning and flexibility mutually constrain each other. Planning governs the overall situation; not
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only strategic action, campaign action, and major combat action all have overall plans, coordinating the various services and branches taking part in combat, coordinating the actions among the units bearing various operational missions, and among combat units and logistics, forming these various partial elements into a tightly organized, mutually connected, mutually constraining whole. Therefore, every partial element must, within the scope permitted by the plan, implement flexibility according to the actual circumstances of the battlefield. If the battlefield situation undergoes fundamental change, and the original plan, in whole or in part, is unable to adapt to the changed circumstances, one must not mechanically adhere to the original plan, but must flexibly carry it out. But this flexibility must be subordinate to the overall plan of the whole, and must accord with the overall mission and intent of the combat operations — only then can it be implemented. If one pursues flexibility apart from the overall plan, or goes one’s own way under the pretext of flexibility, this will affect combat-operational coordination, and may even undermine the victorious realization of the entire operational plan. This is precisely the expression of planning within flexibility.

Flexibility is not something forced out as a passive expedient measure, but rather is “something that concretely realizes initiative in operations.”¹ In the course of their Long March, the Chinese Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army’s four crossings of the Chishui River may be counted as a brilliant example of flexible use of troops. After the Zunyi Conference, under the extremely urgent circumstances of several hundred thousand enemy troops pressing from the front and pursuing from the rear, as the Central Red Army was strengthening its defenses along the Yangtze River, changed its original plan to cross the Yangtze to the north, and instead carried out mobile combat operations along the border of Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou. This zigzagging maneuver, now east, now west, created misperception in the enemy, causing the enemy at one moment to judge that our army was crossing the river northward to join up with the Fourth Front Army, and at another moment to judge that our army was hovering, unable to escape, and at yet another moment to judge that our army was advancing eastward to join up with the Second and Sixth Corps west of the Xiang River — entirely placing the enemy in the passive position of being led about by the nose. With the enemy in a passive position, our army avoided strength and struck at weakness, and, after the fourth crossing of the Chishui River, rapidly advanced into Yunnan, where the enemy’s forces were sparse, skillfully crossing the Jinsha River, breaking through the encirclement and pursuit of the enemy’s several hundred thousand troops, and shattering the enemy’s scheme to annihilate our army in the Sichuan-Yunnan-Guizhou region.

In modern war, technical weaponry is complex and varied, the destructive power of weapons has increased, and combat-operational action possesses a high degree of mobility, rapid decisiveness, and enormous spatial scale — all of this further increases the role of planning, but at the same time also brings greater difficulty to planning; contingency encountered in the execution of plans will also necessarily increase — therefore flexibility too takes on still greater significance.








Chapter Five: The Transformation of Strength and Weakness in the Balance of Forces between the Two Sides in War

That the new, rising forces of revolution will in the end prevail over the reactionary, decaying forces, and that the just, progressive side will in the end prevail over the unjust, declining side, is an objective law that does not shift according to anyone’s subjective will. This is precisely the objective basis for what Mao Zedong pointed out when he said that “imperialism and all reactionaries are paper tigers” — a basis for holding the enemy in strategic contempt. But no reactionary, decaying force will ever automatically exit the stage of history; moreover, the closer a reactionary force comes to death, the more savagely it will resort to armed suppression and plunder of the people. Therefore, revolutionary forces must arm themselves, using revolutionary war to oppose counter-revolutionary war, defeating reactionary, decaying forces, in order to propel society forward. However, the armed forces of revolution are always weak at the outset, so revolutionary war’s victory over counter-revolutionary war is by no means a straight, direct path; it requires going through a protracted, complex, and tortuous process of armed struggle before the weak can become strong, and finally defeat the reactionary armed forces. This is why Mao Zedong, while stressing strategic contempt for the enemy, also stressed the necessity, tactically, of attaching great importance to the enemy’s objective basis.

“Contempt” and “attaching importance” are mutually connected and mutually constraining. To mechanically split the two apart, isolating and one-sidedly stressing one aspect while thereby denying and obliterating the other, is to violate dialectics. Mao Zedong once pointed out: “It is the task of Communists to expose the fallacies of the reactionaries and of the metaphysicians, to propagate the dialectics of things, and to promote the transformation of things, in order to reach the goal of revolution.”¹ The strength or weakness of the comparative military strength between the two sides is a real contradiction existing in the practice of war; studying this contradiction, seeking a scientific method for resolving it, and exploring the conditions,
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process, and laws of its transformation, is a major subject facing us.


I. The Dialectical Relationship between “The Strong Win, the Weak Lose” and the Transformation of Strength and Weakness

War is a contest of strength — a competition of relative advantage between two hostile sides, each waged on the basis of their own actual material conditions. The result of this competition is either victory or defeat. The victor invariably owes it to superior strength or correct command; the defeated invariably owes it to inferior strength or command errors. Throughout history, every war that has occurred, however much its form has undergone repeated great changes, has never changed in the fundamental content of this war contradiction — competitive advantage in relative strength; nor has the objective law of war — the strong win, the weak lose — ever changed. Therefore, military strategists in China and abroad, ancient and modern, have all attached great importance to strengthening their own military power. What China’s Spring and Autumn period military strategist Sun Tzu put forward — “an army that will win is as if measuring pounds against grains; an army destined for defeat is as if measuring grains against pounds”¹ — has already become a universally acknowledged axiom. Therefore, the two belligerent sides always contend for advantage in the comparison of relative strength, so that victory belongs to themselves and defeat falls upon the enemy.

However, the history of war likewise shows that, no matter what efforts the two belligerent sides may make to strengthen their own military power, at the start of a war, the comparative strength of the two sides is always such that one side occupies a relatively advantageous position while the other occupies a relatively disadvantageous position. Absolute equality of forces is very rarely seen. But the outcome of a war — victory — is not destined to belong exclusively to whichever side had superior strength at the start of the war. On the contrary, it happens time and again that the side with inferior strength at the start of the war defeats the side that originally had superior strength. This is especially pronounced in the armed struggle between justice and injustice, between resistance to aggression and aggression, and between revolution and counter-revolution. At the start of the war, although the strength of the former is comparatively weak and the strength of the latter is comparatively strong, the former ultimately turns from weak to strong and moves toward victory, while the latter ultimately turns from strong to weak and ends in defeat. In Chinese history, there are many well-known battle examples of victory won by the weak over the strong. The Chinese revolutionary war led by the Chinese Communist Party is a brilliant model of victory won by the weak over the strong. During the agrarian revolutionary war period, “the weak
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Red Army” faced “a powerful enemy”; at the start of the War of Resistance against Japan, our army had only 46,000 men, facing the well-equipped Japanese aggressor army and large numbers of puppet troops; at the start of the War of Liberation, our army was dispersed across various base areas, totaling no more than 1.2 million men, facing the 4.3 million-strong Nationalist army armed by American imperialism. But in the end, in every case, the weak revolutionary army defeated the powerful enemy. Even in the history of foreign warfare, examples of this kind are numerous — the more recent civil war after the victory of the Soviet October Revolution, opposing the armed intervention of fourteen countries and domestic White-bandit rebellion, and the victories of the revolutionary wars in over twenty countries and regions after the Second World War, and so on. Countless battle examples of victory won by the weak over the strong prove that there exists, within the contradictory motion of war, an important dialectical law — the law of the transformation of strength and weakness in war.

Some military strategists have declared that “the process and outcome of war are transferred by the initial comparison of forces.”¹ In their view, the strong or weak position of the two sides in the initial comparison of forces of a war is absolute and unchanging; if there is any change, it is at most a quantitative increase or decrease, and no qualitative change — no transformation of strength and weakness in opposite directions from their original positions — can possibly occur. Against this metaphysical view, China’s Warring States period military strategist Sun Bin long ago offered a refutation. He pointed out: “Does the more numerous side win? Then one need only count the counting-sticks and fight. Does the wealthier side win? Then one need only weigh the grain and fight. Does the side with sharper weapons and stronger armor win? Then victory would be easy to know.”² This means: if the victory or defeat of war were “predetermined” by the strength or weakness of the two sides’ comparative forces at the beginning of the war, then there would be no need to fight the war at all — one need only calculate and compare each side’s troop strength, food supply, and equipment, whether many or few, good or bad, and the weaker side ought simply to submit to the stronger. But there is no such simple, easy affair as this in the world. Therefore he said: “The wealthy are not necessarily secure, the poor are not necessarily in danger; the numerous do not necessarily win, [the few are not necessarily defeated].”³ That is to say, abundant financial resources do not necessarily mean security, and scarce financial resources do not necessarily mean danger; numerous troops do not necessarily



① [USSR] Kozlov, Opposing the Dogmatist Distortion of Marxist-Leninist Military Theory. ② Collated Text of Sun Bin’s Art of War, Zhonghua Book Company, 1984 ed., p. 157. ③ Same as above.

guarantee a certain victory, and weak troop strength does not necessarily mean certain defeat. To win victory in war, apart from the comparison of objective material forces, there is also the question of how one follows the objective laws of war, and correctly carries out war guidance.

From this it can be seen that failing to acknowledge the law of “the strong win, the weak lose,” and failing to attach importance to strengthening one’s own military strength, is of course mistaken; but regarding the initial comparative strength at the start of a war as fixed and unchanging, one-sidedly stressing that victory belongs only to the side with superior strength at the start of the war, is equally mistaken.

It ought to be recognized that the law of the transformation of strength and weakness and the law of “the strong win, the weak lose” only appear, on the surface, to be in opposition; in fact the two are not incompatible, but rather consistent with each other. “War is a contest of strength.” That is to say, the strong win and the weak lose — this is an objective law that does not shift according to human will. However, the side with inferior strength can, in the guidance of war, make use of this law, and, according to the actual circumstances of the war and the objective conditions, create local strength out of overall weakness, thereby achieving local victory out of the weaker side over the stronger. Once the accumulation of this kind of local victory reaches a certain degree, it will give rise to a qualitative change in the overall situation — that is, the originally strong side becomes weak, and the originally weak side becomes strong. The outcome of the war is thus that the originally weak side defeats the originally strong side. Therefore, what we call “victory of the weak over the strong” is precisely because, in the course of the war, there occurs a mutual transformation of strength and weakness between the two sides’ forces. Without this transformation, victory of the weak over the strong would be impossible. And this transformation is precisely the result of correctly guiding the actions of war by applying the law of “the strong win, the weak lose.” From this it can be seen that “the strong win, the weak lose” is absolute and unconditional, while the transformation of strength and weakness is relative and conditional. “The strong win, the weak lose” is the basis for the transformation of strength and weakness; the transformation of strength and weakness is the application of “the strong win, the weak lose.” Therefore, one must both acknowledge that the strong win and the weak lose, and also acknowledge that the strength or weakness of the original forces will undergo change in the course of the war. To speak only of “the strong win, the weak lose” without speaking of the transformation of strength and weakness violates dialectics; to speak only of the transformation of strength and weakness without speaking of “the strong win, the weak lose” violates materialism. Only by dialectically unifying “the strong win, the weak lose” with the transformation of strength and weakness does one truly uphold dialectical materialism in military affairs.

In the process by which China’s People’s Revolutionary War won its great victory, turning from weak to strong, Mao Zedong, proceeding from the actual circumstances of China’s revolutionary war, summed up the historical experience of

wars in China and abroad, and revealed and scientifically expounded the law of the transformation of the strength and weakness of war’s forces. Mao Zedong pointed out: “War is a contest of strength, but the original pattern of strength changes in the course of the war. … The objective factors provide the possibility for this change, but to actualize this possibility requires the correct policy and subjective effort.”¹ This statement highly summarizes the basic content of the law of the transformation of the strength and weakness of war’s forces, answering the questions of whether the comparative strength of the two sides in war can transform into one another, why it can transform, and how it can be made to transform. It provides a scientific theoretical basis and correct guiding method for the revolutionary people and their armed forces, in the circumstance of enemy strong and we weak, to achieve this transformation and seize overall advantage and final victory. Chen Yi once pointed out, in the sixth part of his Preliminary Draft Report on Army Building, that the essence of “the Mao Zedong school of military thought” lies in studying how the revolutionary people and their armed forces can defeat the many with the few, defeat the large with the small, and defeat the strong with the weak. The law of the transformation of strength and weakness that Mao Zedong revealed and expounded, together with the brilliant practice of the Chinese revolutionary war’s victory of the weak over the strong, is the most brilliant, richest, and most vivid part of Mao Zedong’s thought on military dialectics, and is Mao Zedong’s great contribution to military dialectics. This law of the transformation of strength and weakness — a dialectical unity of victory of the weak over the strong in the overall situation and victory of the strong over the weak in the local situation — has a universal guiding significance. In the past, the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries applied this law to the practice of China’s revolutionary war, and were once able to turn the revolutionary “single spark” into a “prairie fire”; in the future, it will still give us full confidence to defeat any enemy who dares to invade our socialist motherland.



II. The Objective Conditions for the Transformation of Strength and Weakness between the Two Sides in War

Some outstanding military writers of history, although they have at times discussed the phenomenon of victory of the weak over the strong in war, and explored the causes of the transformation of strength and weakness, have never given a scientific explanation of the causes underlying the occurrence of this phenomenon. They have generally attributed it either to some external, contingent factor, or
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explained it as determined by some mysterious factor of genius. This kind of metaphysical “external-cause theory” and idealist “genius theory” are of course unable to resolve this problem in a way that seeks truth from facts. Mao Zedong’s theory and practice regarding China’s revolutionary war’s victory of the weak over the strong, for the first time scientifically revealed the mystery behind this, inheriting and developing Marxist military dialectical thought. In his military and philosophical works, Mao Zedong vividly depicted the dialectical process of the transformation of contradictions in China’s revolutionary war’s victory of the weak over the strong. He stressed and pointed out: “Because of certain conditions, the two contradictory aspects present in the interior of a thing transform themselves each into its opposite, change their respective positions to that of their opposites.”¹ “Here, conditions are important. Without certain conditions, neither of the two contending aspects can transform itself into its opposite.”² Conditions constrain the transformation, and determine the transformation. That the strength-weakness contradiction can transform is inseparable from certain conditions; only if this certain, necessary condition is present can the transformation of the strength-weakness contradiction be realized. If this certain, necessary condition is not present, the transformation cannot be realized.

What certain, necessary conditions must be present for the transformation of strength and weakness between the two sides in war to take place?

First, there must be the objective conditions for transformation — this is the objective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness. To speak of the transformation of strength and weakness apart from this objective basis is to sink into the mire of idealism. The reason the comparative strength of the two sides in war is able to transform lies in the fact that, objectively, the original pattern of the comparison of strength and weakness possesses a dual nature: one is the absoluteness of the comparison of strength and weakness, the other is the relativity of the comparison of strength and weakness. To see only the relativity of the comparison of strength and weakness while failing to see its absoluteness, or to see only the absoluteness of the comparison of strength and weakness while failing to see its relativity, is in either case a one-sided, metaphysical understanding.


1. The Absoluteness of the Strength-Weakness Comparison between the Two Sides in War

The strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war, at the start of a war, is generally relative. Mao Zedong pointed out: “In history, this kind of
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absolute superiority has occurred at the conclusion of wars and campaigns, but has seldom occurred at their commencement.”¹ If this is so, why then must one still speak of the absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war? Lenin pointed out: “The distinction between subjectivism (and scepticism and sophistry, likewise) and dialectics [is]… In objective dialectics the difference between relative and absolute truth is itself relative. For objective dialectics there is an absolute even within the relative. For subjectivism and sophistry the relative is only relative and excludes the absolute.”² That is to say, the relative and the absolute are a pair of contradictions, each taking the other’s existence as their precondition. Without the relative, there is no absolute; without the absolute, there is likewise no relative. The absolute resides within the relative. To acknowledge only the relative and not the absolute is relativism; to acknowledge only the absolute and not the relative is absolutism — both violate dialectics. The strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war is likewise a unity of the relative and the absolute. The strength and weakness of the forces of war exist and are compared relative to one another; they are extremely concrete and real, possessing both a quantitative determinacy and a qualitative determinacy.

So-called absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of war’s forces means that, within a given time and space, among the two belligerent sides, one side is always strong or comparatively strong, and the other side is weak or comparatively weak; one must clearly distinguish that the strong is strong and the weak is weak, and must not have strength be also weakness, or weakness also be strength, with strength and weakness undifferentiated and the boundary unclear. Without first clarifying this point, strength and weakness will be distorted into something relativist, and all discussion of the transformation of strength and weakness will become meaningless sophistry. Because, if strength and weakness have not even been distinguished, how can one speak of the transformation of strength and weakness at all? Therefore, distinguishing strength from weakness is the precondition for realizing the transformation of strength and weakness.

This looks like an extremely ordinary matter of common sense, but in fact it is not so easy to truly understand this point. All idealists in history have either overestimated their own strength and underestimated the strength of the other side, or underestimated their own strength and overestimated the strength of the other side. Neither can correctly recognize the dialectical unity of the relativity and absoluteness of the comparative strength of the two sides in war. In the history of China’s revolutionary war, the “Left” adventurism and Right conservatism, the theory of quick victory and the theory of national subjugation, were all either directly or
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indirectly connected with a failure comprehensively and objectively to understand the strength-weakness comparison of war’s forces. They either acknowledge only the relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war, denying its absoluteness; or acknowledge only the absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war, denying its relativity. Splitting the relative and the absolute apart, they fall into metaphysics.

How, then, is one to understand the absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of war’s forces?

First, one ought to see that the forces of war are a unity of multiple factors. Precisely as Stalin, citing Lenin, said: “war is a test of all the economic and organizational forces of every nation.”¹

As early as the pre-Qin period, China’s military strategists had already recognized that war’s forces are constituted of multiple factors. The Guanzi says: “Whenever military affairs are discussed at length, one must first discuss its weapons, discuss its officers, discuss its generals, discuss its ruler.”² Sima Rangju held that “Heaven,” “Wealth,” “the Masses,” “Terrain,” and “Weapons” are the five aspects that must be considered in evaluating military strength.³ Sun Tzu proposed that the assessment of the relative advantage of war’s forces should be determined from such aspects as the “Five Matters” and the “Seven Calculations.”⁴ Abroad, people have likewise offered their own summaries of the basic factors that ought to be included in war’s forces. Clausewitz treated the material, spiritual, geographical, mathematical, and statistical aspects — five in total — as the elements of war’s forces. Jomini said: “War is indeed a great drama, involving both spiritual and material factors.”⁵ A certain modern American strategic researcher holds that war’s forces ought to include seven aspects: allied nations, politics, geography, economics, population, military, and science and technology, and leadership. Soviet military theory, by contrast, holds that war’s forces include five factors: economy, politics, spirit, military affairs, and science and technology. Although the above accounts differ in their formulations, they are consistent on one point: they all hold that war’s forces have a multi-faceted content, made up of multiple factors.
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The strength or weakness of war’s forces has both a quantitative determinacy and a qualitative determinacy, being a unity of the two. Although war’s forces are constituted of multiple factors, the direct material means for resolving the contradiction of war is military strength, which includes the quantity and quality of the army, the quantity and quality of weapons and equipment, and the quantity and quality of war-mobilization capability and logistical resupply capability, and so on — these are the primary markers for making the strength-weakness comparison of war’s forces. Military strength does not exist in isolation, but is closely connected with such multiple aspects as politics, economics, science and technology, nature, and foreign assistance, and is mutually influencing, mutually permeating, mutually constraining, and mutually transformative with them. The synthesis of these factors constitutes war’s forces. Therefore, making the strength-weakness comparison of war’s forces requires taking military strength as the primary marker, while also comprehensively recognizing all the basic factors closely related to military strength, without any one-sidedness. That is to say, one must unify the individual and the totality in understanding; to see only the individual and not the totality, or only the totality and not the individual, is subjectivism.

Second, one must deeply understand the internal connections among the various factors of war’s forces.

Within war’s forces — this composite unity of multiple factors — the different factors occupy different positions and play different roles. Only by analyzing and comparing all the mutually opposing basic factors of the two sides in war can one truly ascertain who is stronger and who is weaker. To isolate and one-sidedly exaggerate a single factor — such as the “theory of naval supremacy,” the “theory of air-power supremacy,” and the “theory of mechanization supremacy,” which stress the role of weapons; or the emphasis on the role of spirit found in “putting politics in command” and the “spiritual atom bomb” — or arbitrarily to belittle some single factor, as when Lin Biao diminished the position and role of material factors within war’s forces — is in every case divorced from the actual circumstances of war. Using this kind of idealist, metaphysical viewpoint and method to analyze the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war cannot possibly yield a correct understanding possessing the character of truth. The result is bound to lead to mistaken judgments, causing setbacks or defeat in war.

In sum, in making the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides’ forces, one must both see that war’s forces are the composite force of multiple factors, and

especially attach importance to the fact that military strength is the primary marker of war’s forces. The other factors of war’s forces can only exert their direct effect on the bloody confrontation of the battlefield once they are converted into military strength. Therefore, one must have a clear, definite understanding of the strength or weakness of military strength within a given time and space, and must not equivocate. As with the four characteristics of China’s revolutionary war that Mao Zedong discussed, he explicitly and definitely pointed out “the weak Red Army,” and “the powerful enemy.” This is precisely the absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war.



2. The Relativity of the Strength-Weakness Comparison between the Two Sides in War

The strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war, apart from its aspect of absoluteness, also has an aspect of relativity. So-called relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war means that, within the synthesis of the various factors constituting war’s forces, the original condition of strength and weakness of the two sides is such that, overall, the side that is militarily strong is not strong in every respect, but rather has weakness within strength; and the side that is overall militarily weak is likewise not weak in every respect, but rather has strength within weakness. In a word, within the synthesis of the factors constituting war’s forces, both sides possess a mixture of strength and weakness, of long suits and short suits, coexisting together. Concretely speaking, this means that the strong side has, within its absolute strength, relatively weak factors, and the weak side has, within its absolute weakness, relatively strong factors. This is concretely expressed mainly in the following several aspects:

First, viewed from political factors, the strength or weakness of the two sides’ forces in war is relative. This is especially pronounced in the confrontation between revolutionary war and counter-revolutionary war, and between just war and unjust war. The class or nation engaged in counter-revolutionary war, at the start of the war, often holds a superior position militarily, yet is in an inferior position politically. The class or nation compelled to wage revolutionary war, at the start of the war, is often in an inferior position militarily, yet is in a superior position politically. For example, in China’s War of Resistance against Japan, although Japan was stronger than China in military and political organizational strength, in the comparison of the character of the war — progressive versus retrogressive — and the abundance versus scarcity of international support, China was superior to Japan. The just, progressive character of the war is closely bound up with the interests of the popular masses, and so the people support it, fight bravely, and actively support the war effort; in particular, with the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party and the anti-Japanese national united front it launched, the enemy is plunged into a vast ocean of people’s war. Much support brings a greater share of external assistance. On the Japanese side, by contrast,

the unjust, retrogressive, and barbarous character of the war runs counter to the interests of the people, and, relying on suppression, deception, and enticement, army morale is not high; as the war lengthens, anti-war and war-weary sentiment among the troops must inevitably increase day by day, and the daily weakening and disintegration of military strength is inevitable. This shows that, in the overall comparison of war’s forces, Japan’s strength in military and political organizational power contains within it a factor of political weakness, while China’s weakness in military and political organizational power contains within it a factor of political strength. This displays the relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war.

Second, viewed from economic factors, the advantage of the strong army and the disadvantage of the weak army are likewise relative. This is especially pronounced in a war waged by the strong army of an unjust small country against the weak army of a just great power. The economic strength of a strong army lies mainly in its developed industry, and therefore its advanced weaponry and equipment. But because it is a small country, it inevitably encounters resource shortages. First is insufficient labor power, which necessarily increases workers’ labor time and labor intensity, using women and children for heavy labor, and difficulty in troop recruitment as well. Second is scarcity of raw materials, which necessarily aggravates the plunder of one’s own people and colonial peoples. Third is insufficient military-industrial production capacity, which necessarily squeezes out civilian industry, creating difficulty for the people’s livelihood. Fourth is insufficient financial resources, which necessarily shifts the burden onto the people, cruelly exploiting and squeezing them. All of these are intense factors provoking popular resistance. Combined with the lack of legitimacy and support internationally for an unjust war, the strong army cannot economically sustain a protracted war. It should also be pointed out that, although the strong army’s weapons and equipment are advanced, the more modernized weapons and equipment become, the greater the cost of war also becomes. In the twenty years after the Second World War, U.S. military expenditure increased 5.6 times. The total conventional artillery salvo of one Soviet motorized rifle division, by the 1960s, reached 53 tons — 21.5 times what it was during the Second World War.¹ Such enormous war expenditures are more than even the so-called “gold empire” of the United States can sustain over a long period. The Falklands War between Britain and Argentina, which occurred not long ago, was not particularly large in scale, and not particularly long in duration, but according to foreign press reports, within just the first two months, the war expenditures of the two sides reached 8.5 billion US dollars, equivalent to more than one-fifth of the entire military expenditure of the Second World War; among these, Britain’s “Sea Skua” missiles cost 890,000 US dollars each to fire. At the same time, the more modernized the weapons and equipment, the more dependent one is on rear-area logistical resupply — the greater
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the difficulty for an invading force operating far from home, the longer its supply lines become, which necessarily places restrictions on its capacity for sustained combat operations. According to research materials from Japanese military commentary circles, the Soviet army’s invasion of Afghanistan relied mainly on a single mountain highway route extending nearly a thousand li for resupply, plus air transport, averaging only just over 2,000 tons of material resupply per day, while the troops’ actual daily combat needs required at least 8,000 tons. This greatly restricted the Soviet army’s operational tempo against the Afghan people’s guerrillas. According to foreign press estimates, if the Soviet army wished to control the whole of Afghanistan, it would need to maintain at least 300,000 troops there constantly — under the existing conditions of transportation and resupply, this is evidently impossible to achieve. The weak army of a just great power, by contrast, is weak economically mainly because its industry is backward, and therefore its weapons and equipment are backward. But because it is a great power, with a large population and many soldiers, abundant resources, it has considerable war potential. Economically it is mainly agrarian, and self-sufficient rural economies are relatively less dependent on the cities. Fighting on its own territory, its war consumption is smaller than the enemy’s. Add to this the fact that a just war gains the support and backing of the people at home, and gains much international support abroad, and it can rely on the countryside as its base to sustain protracted war. It can be seen that, economically, the strong army has weakness within its strength, and the weak army has strength within its weakness; the strength-weakness comparison is relative.

Third, viewed from military factors, the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war likewise displays relativity. This is expressed in two aspects.

The first: when the weak army fights the strong army, at the start of the war, taking the overall picture, the enemy is strong, but the enemy is divisible — once the enemy goes on the offense, it necessarily deploys, and in the process of deployment it becomes divided into various parts, and the strength of these various parts is always uneven, necessarily giving rise to a distinction between strong and weak. This unevenness will necessarily be expressed, as the war develops, in intricately complex forms. When the enemy advances against us with a powerful force, along its main direction of advance it may still hold the advantage, while along its secondary direction it may be at a disadvantage; along its main direction of advance it may hold the advantage across the entire front, yet at certain points along that line it may find enemy [i.e., our] forces holding the advantage; it may hold air superiority, while airborne troops that descend to the ground, given our prior preparations, become disadvantaged; enemy tanks may hold the advantage on terrain suited to their performance, while they may be at a disadvantage on terrain unsuited to their performance; the enemy may hold the advantage in one theater, while being at a disadvantage in another theater; the enemy may hold the advantage along its front line, while

it may be at a disadvantage in its rear, and so on. These are weaknesses exposed through the enemy’s deployment and the course of the war. These weaknesses show that, even where the enemy is overall strong, in the process of the motion of war, some local weaknesses may emerge — this too makes the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war display relativity.

The second: the internal contradictions of the strong army likewise contain a relativity of strength and weakness. Within the strong army’s various internal parts, not everything is strong either — there is always some contradiction present. Command ability may be strong in some respects and weak in others; troop morale may be high or low; weapons and equipment may be good or poor; combat quality may be superior or inferior; the coordination of combat operations among the different services and branches, and among the different units, may be good or poor; logistical resupply may be easy or difficult; internal relations between officers and men, between higher and lower echelons, among the various units and departments, and civil-military and military-political relations may be good or poor, and so on. These internal contradictions within the strong army likewise show that the strong army has weakness within its strength — this too is one expression of the relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of war’s forces.

In sum, viewed from the political, economic, and military factors constituting war’s forces, the comparative strength of the strong and weak sides has both an aspect of absoluteness and an aspect of relativity, being a unity of the two. This relativity of the strength-weakness comparison harbors within it the possibility of the transformation of strength and weakness — this is precisely the objective condition for the transformation of strength and weakness between the two sides in war. Without this objective condition, the transformation of strength and weakness is impossible.




III. The Subjective Conditions for the Transformation of Strength and Weakness between the Two Sides in War

The transformation of strength and weakness between the two sides in war requires not only certain objective conditions, but also certain subjective conditions. The objective conditions provide the possibility and the objective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness; to turn this possibility into reality, the subjective conditions play the decisive role. What is meant here by subjective conditions is precisely the ability to guide war. As Mao Zedong pointed out: “Certainly, the outcome of a war is determined mainly by the military, political, economic and natural conditions on both sides. But not by these

alone. It is also determined by each side’s subjective ability in directing the war.”¹ “War is a contest of strength, but the original pattern of strength changes in the course of a war. Here the subjective ability of the commander to direct the war well or badly plays the decisive role. The objective factors provide the possibility for this change, but to actualize this possibility requires the correct policy and subjective effort. At this juncture, subjective ability becomes the decisive factor.”² All of this shows the enormous role played by subjective conditions in the transformation of strength and weakness — the weak army, only if its ability at subjective guidance surpasses the enemy’s, and it resolves the contradiction between the subjective and objective in a way that seeks truth from facts, correctly guiding the war, can it turn weakness into strength and seize final victory in the war. Otherwise, not only will it be unable to achieve the transformation of strength and weakness, but it will often obtain the opposite result.

For thousands of years, people have carried out extensive research into how to correctly bring subjective factors into play and implement correct war guidance. From China’s Seven Military Classics to Germany’s Clausewitz’s On War and other vast collections of Chinese and foreign military treatises, right up to the military scholarship of every country in the world today, all have striven to answer this question. Although past military treatises are not without things worth learning from, that which truly possesses scientific methodological significance is still the military theory of Marxism-Leninism — in particular, the thought on military dialectics that Mao Zedong summed up applying Marxism-Leninism in the practice of guiding China’s revolutionary war. Mao Zedong was a master at using his own superb command artistry, within the scope permitted by objective conditions, to turn the possibility of the transformation of strength and weakness into the reality of victory.

Mao Zedong not only revealed the absoluteness and relativity of the comparative strength of the enemy and ourselves, and clarified the objective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness, but also revealed the law by which, in the course of a war, one can fully bring subjective ability into play, correctly guide the war, and realize the transformation of strength and weakness in achieving victory of the weak over the strong. He said: “In the course of a war, provided I can employ correct military and political policies, and make no mistakes of principle, exerting my utmost effort, the disadvantageous factors on the enemy’s side and the advantageous factors on my own side will develop as the war is prolonged, and it will be possible to continue changing the original degree of the strength and weakness of the enemy and myself, and to continue changing the enemy’s and my own superior and inferior position. When the
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war has proceeded to a given stage, a great change will occur in the degree of strength and weakness and in the superior and inferior position, resulting in the outcome of enemy defeat and my victory.”¹

The subjective conditions needed for the transformation of strength and weakness are closely connected with a whole series of concrete circumstances of the commander, including political and spiritual quality, scientific military knowledge, and direct and indirect experience. The subjective conditions required for the transformation of strength and weakness require that the director of a war possess good war guidance ability and command artistry. To this end, one must earnestly and diligently study, establish the scientific worldview of Marxism-Leninism, master the methodology of dialectical materialism, study the practical experience of modern war, and accumulate a rich body of military scientific knowledge, so as to become a talent both “red and expert,” possessing both wisdom and courage.

Stressing the importance of the subjective conditions required for the transformation of the strength-weakness contradiction absolutely must not confuse subjective conditions with subjectivism. Subjective conditions, on the surface, look subjective, but their content is objective. When the commander’s thought and command, in their basic content, become divorced from objective circumstances, one falls into subjectivism, and defeat is bound to follow — this is a truth repeatedly proven in war. Therefore, that kind of subjectivism which believes personal desire, subjective will, and one’s own wild imaginings can determine everything, conquer everything, and control everything, while divorced from objective reality, must be resolutely opposed at all times.

Below, we focus our examination on how, on the basis of the objective conditions, and in the course of war, a weak army can, through correct war guidance, bring about the transformation of enemy strong-we weak into we strong-enemy weak.


1. Developing the Strong Elements in the Weak Army’s Strength, Expanding the Weak Elements in the Strong Army’s Strength

The relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war shows that the weak army’s absolute weakness contains within it relatively strong elements, and the strong army’s absolute strength contains within it relatively weak elements. That the strong army’s strength contains weakness is spoken relative to the fact that the weak army’s weakness contains strength. Without the weak army’s weakness containing strength, there would be no strong army’s strength containing weakness, and vice versa. The two are mutually cause and effect, coexisting within the totality of the war — this is a concrete manifestation of the unity within opposition
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of the strength and weakness of war’s forces. The strong elements within the weak army’s strength, and the weak elements within the strong army’s strength, are precisely the objective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness. Therefore, if the weak army, in war guidance, is to bring about the transformation of strength and weakness, it must develop and expand the strong elements within its own strength, and expand and deepen the weak elements within the strong army’s strength. The strong element within a just weak army’s strength is precisely the justness of the war. The fatal weakness of an unjust strong army, meanwhile, lies precisely in the unjustness of the war. Although military strength has a direct, decisive effect on the battlefield, when compared with the character of war determined by political objectives (the political factor), the latter’s role in war is a constant, fundamental one. This is because, over the whole course of a war, military strength is mutable, constantly fluid, while political factors are relatively stable, and constrain the rise and fall of military strength from every angle. It is precisely on this political factor that the just weak army holds an advantage over the unjust strong army, because a just war is bound up with the interests of the people, and so it can gain the support and backing of the broad masses, enabling military strength to be continually replenished and strengthened by the deep manpower, material resources, and financial resources of the popular masses; the army’s combat operations also receive the assistance and support of the broad masses, gaining favorable conditions for the war; every officer and soldier of the entire army fights for their own vital interests, and this in itself is a powerful spiritual force, fighting bravely and tenaciously, thereby compensating for certain deficiencies in troop numbers and weapons and equipment; at the same time, it can also gain relatively broad and sustained international assistance, in particular the support of the working people of the world (including the enemy country’s own people). In sum, the just character of the war determines that a broad people’s war can be waged; the just weak army, in its war guidance, ought to fully bring into play the might of this advantage, gradually altering the original state of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in the course of the war. The unjust side, by contrast, cannot do this: because its reactionary political objective runs contrary to the interests of the people and soldiers, and it relies on suppression, deception, and enticement, army morale is not high, and as the war lengthens, its anti-war and war-weary sentiment will necessarily increase day by day, and the daily weakening and disintegration of its military strength is inevitable.

At the start of the war, the unjust strong army can still, for a time, make use of its strong elements to run rampant, and the just weak army is as yet unable to check its offense; the retrogressive and barbarous nature of its war has not yet been fully exposed, and the popular masses’ awareness of it and rising up to resist it also require a process; internationally, the unjust side, too, has not yet reached complete

isolation. All this determines that the unjust strong army temporarily still occupies the advantageous position, while the just side is temporarily still at a disadvantage. But as the war develops, the retrogressive and barbarous nature of the unjust war must inevitably be exposed ever more fully; its arson, killing, and plunder against the popular masses can both stoke the ardor for resistance among the people of the opposing country and expose its own deceptive propaganda, promoting the awakening of the people of its own country and of the world, who sympathize with and support the people of the country resisting it, plunging it into a state of isolation and lack of support.

Mao Zedong’s thought on people’s war is precisely grounded on the basis of developing this advantage possessed by a just war of gaining the support of the people. In the practice of China’s revolutionary war, he successfully created the armed force structure of people’s war combining the regular army, local forces, and the militia, and summed up an entire set of the strategy and tactics of people’s war, together with disintegrating enemy forces and winning external assistance, continually building itself up and effectively altering the strength-weakness comparison of the enemy and ourselves.

The influence of the just character of war on the rise and fall of the two sides’ military strength can be proven not only from the practice of China’s revolutionary war, but also from the practice of war in other countries. During the war to resist U.S. aggression, Vietnam, because it held a political advantage in the character of the war, had popular support, a courageous army, and abundant international assistance — the material aid provided by China alone reached 20 billion [RMB]. As a result, its military strength grew stronger and stronger as it fought, and it ultimately achieved victory. But once it launched a war of aggression [against Cambodia], the character of the war was transformed into an unjust one; anti-government armed struggle appeared among the domestic population, desertion phenomena continually occurred within the army, and internationally it fell into isolation — its war strength was in fact weakened rather than strengthened. Twenty thousand invading Vietnamese troops were unable to deal with the originally only twenty or thirty thousand poorly equipped Cambodian people’s armed forces. So long as the Cambodian armed forces can strengthen their unity, maintain close ties with the popular masses, and implement correct war guidance, they will ultimately be able to drive out the invading Vietnamese army. It can be seen that the influence of the political factor of the character of war on the process of war, though not as direct as material-technical factors, nevertheless pervades every aspect of the war and runs through it from beginning to end. Even certain spokesmen for imperialism and militarism cannot

deny this. Colonel Collins, who served as a strategic advisor to the U.S. government during the war of aggression against Korea, said: “What matters is not the size of the force on the battlefield, but the direction of the hearts and minds of the people.”¹ Therefore, the just side can fully bring into play this advantageous factor of the direction of the hearts and minds of the people, continually strengthening its own strength while weakening the enemy’s strength.

The just character of the war, and the support and backing of the people, create favorable conditions for combining armed struggle with various forms of unarmed struggle. Historical experience shows that whether various forms of unarmed struggle are conducted well or poorly bears greatly on the rise and fall of military strength. In Mao Zedong’s theory of people’s war, the thought of closely coordinating armed struggle with various forms of unarmed struggle occupies an extremely important position. According to this theory, armed struggle is the primary form of struggle in the people’s revolutionary war, but not the only form. Only by fusing armed struggle together with various forms of unarmed struggle can the overall might of people’s war be brought into play, and the transformation of strength and weakness between the enemy and ourselves be accelerated. Take China’s War of Liberation as an example. Less than a month after the outbreak of the war, Mao Zedong already pointed out: “The whole Party must make up its mind to work hard to prepare all conditions and shatter the Chiang [Kai-shek] army’s offensive, so as to win peace through the victory of war…. Under this general policy of preparing, with a single mind and unswerving intent, to wage a protracted, arduous struggle in order to win peace, our method is precisely to increase revolutionary strength and diminish reactionary strength through war, through mass work, through resolving the land problem to improve the people’s livelihood, and through every other kind of effort, so that the comparison of strength between the two sides develops in a direction favorable to us.”² He stressed: “Of these, the most important is to fully mobilize the masses, so that our Party is closely united with the people.”³ Guided by this policy, our Party and our army closely combined armed struggle on the battlefield with political negotiation struggle, laying bare the true character of the war for all under heaven to see. Our Party held high the banner of peace, democracy, and unity, using the revolutionary “two hands” to counter the counter-revolutionary “two hands,” and thereby, throughout the country, quickly formed an extremely broad anti-Chiang democratic united front opposed to the Chiang Kai-shek clique’s



① [USA] J. Lawton Collins, Grand Strategy, Soldiers’ Press, 1978 ed., p. 26. ② Mao Zedong’s Military Writings (internal edition), Soldiers’ Press, 1981 ed., pp. 287–288. ③ Mao Zedong’s Military Writings (internal edition), Soldiers’ Press, 1981 ed., p. 288.

sell-out dictatorship and its anti-communist, anti-people policies, plunging the Chiang Kai-shek clique into a position of extreme isolation, denounced from a thousand mouths in unison. Under the guidance of this policy, our Party combined the armed struggle of the popular military forces of the Liberated Areas with the mass movements of the people in the Nationalist-controlled areas resisting hunger, resisting civil war, and resisting persecution, turning the Nationalist army’s strategic rear into the “second front” of the War of Liberation. In the Nationalist-controlled areas, broad masses of peasants in the southern provinces resisted grain requisitions and taxes; 110,000 peasant masses fled to the mountains and lakes, giving rise to over a thousand armed uprisings. Workers went on strike, munitions factories frequently ceased production; railways transporting troops and munitions to the civil-war front were repeatedly interrupted, and incidents of urban residents resisting taxes and levies occurred one after another, powerfully weakening the enemy’s strength. Under the guidance of this policy, the armed struggle at the front was combined with the land reform movement in the Liberated Areas, resolving the land problem that toiling peasants had long dreamed of, greatly stimulating the peasant masses’ enthusiasm for joining the army and supporting the front. The vast strength of hundreds of millions of peasants became an unceasing source of replenishment and a powerful auxiliary force for our army’s military strength. Zhou Enlai also pointed out: “If the land question is well resolved, the people will support us, and the soldiers will fight well.”¹ Under the guidance of this policy, we combined our army’s military strikes against the Nationalist army with political disintegration, causing an ever-increasing number of Nationalist army officers and men to recognize the righteous cause and cast off darkness for light. Within four years, seven pacification headquarters, twelve army groups (pacification zones), forty-four army headquarters, and 174 complete divisions rose up in revolt or accepted our army’s peaceful reorganization, totaling 1.77 million men. These insurgent and surrendered Nationalist officers and men, especially the impoverished soldiers among them, upon receiving class education, transformed instantly, immediately turning their guns and cannons around to bravely strike the Nationalist army, powerfully promoting the transformation of strength and weakness between the enemy and ourselves. Under the guidance of this policy, we further combined armed struggle with production campaigns and Party-rectification movements, so that the Liberated Areas were further consolidated politically and further developed economically. The People’s Liberation Army upheld
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its principle of army building, being both a fighting force and a working force, and especially, through the exemplary implementation of the Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention, the Party’s urban policy, intellectual policy, and industrial and commercial policy, caused the popular masses of the newly liberated areas, from our army’s actual actions, to recognize the world of difference between the two kinds of war and the two kinds of army, and to immediately rise up in action and throw themselves into the flood tide of revolutionary war. The various forms of unarmed struggle described above, propelled by the successive victories of armed struggle, unfolded ever more broadly and deeply; and this ever more broadly and deeply unfolding unarmed struggle, in turn, powerfully supported and coordinated with the victorious progress of armed struggle. In this way, the just character of the war — this powerful political factor — through correct war guidance, was given tremendous scope for development, while the enemy, on the contrary, as the unjust character of its war grew ever more apparent, suffered military suppression that failed, political deception that came to ruin, economic depression, popular discontent, loss of the hearts of the people, and rising popular resentment, and its military strength was continually weakened. This change in the rise and fall of the strength of the enemy and ourselves in this respect promoted the transformation of strength and weakness between the enemy and ourselves in the overall situation. This shows that the just weak army, in war guidance, can not only expand the strong elements of its own strength, making up for its weak elements, but can also expand the weak elements of the strong army’s strength, diminishing its strong elements — this is precisely a concrete expression of the mutual permeation and mutual constraint of strength and weakness.



2. Breaking Down the Strong Elements of the Strong Army to Expose Weak Local Points, Strengthening the Strong Elements of the Weak Army to Form Strong Local Points

The absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war shows that the strong army’s military strength is strong precisely because the weak army’s military strength is weak. Without the weak army’s military weakness, there would be no strong army’s military strength; likewise, without the strong army’s military strength, there would be no weak army’s military weakness. The two are each other’s precondition, together constituting the totality of the war. This is another expression of the unity within opposition of military strength and weakness. But within the absolute there is the relative: the strong army’s strength in the overall situation does not mean that every local part is strong — there are always local points of weakness. The weak army’s weakness in the overall situation likewise does not mean that every local part is weak — there are always local points of strength. The local points of weakness that emerge within the strong army’s overall strength, and the local points of strength that emerge within the weak army’s overall weakness, are also the objective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness. Therefore, for the weak army, in war

guidance, to bring about the transformation of strength and weakness, one must seize upon, and artificially manufacture, points of weakness within the strong army, developing and artificially manufacturing one’s own points of strength, so that the overall picture of weakness confronting strength is turned into a local picture of strength confronting weakness.

When the weak army fights against the strong army, at the start of the war, overall, the enemy’s military strength is strong; but in the process of the enemy’s deployment, its strength, dispersed across the various theaters, various strategic directions, various fronts, various strongpoints, and various units, under various different natural and geographical conditions, is always uneven, and there will always be weak local points exposed. As for these weak local points exposed within the enemy’s overall strength, the weak army must promptly seize the opportunity, employ flexible and mobile strategy and tactics, concentrate absolutely superior forces, form its own local superiority, and thereby be able to annihilate the enemy piecemeal.

In the process of guiding China’s revolutionary war, Mao Zedong was extremely skilled at promptly seizing the weak local points of the enemy exposed in the course of the unfolding of the war’s contradictions, and annihilating them piecemeal. He summed up an entire, effective set of guiding principles for defeating the enemy in war: during the agrarian revolutionary war period, he proposed “attack the weak”¹; “fight when we can win, move away when we cannot”²; “lure the enemy in deep”³; “avoid the enemy’s main force, strike its weak points”⁴; “we must have superior conditions in respect of the enemy’s situation, the terrain, the people, and other factors, and we must be sure that we can strike a decisive blow”⁵; “our strategy is ‘pit one against ten,’ and our tactics are ‘pit ten against one’ — this is one of the basic principles by which we conquer the enemy.”⁶ In the period of the War of Resistance against Japan, he proposed an interior-line, protracted defense at the strategic level, and an exterior-line, quick-decision offense at the campaign and combat level; “first bringing one’s own local superiority and initiative to bear against the enemy’s local inferiority and passiveness, winning one battle, and then
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extending this to the rest, defeating the enemy piecemeal, so that the overall situation is thereby transformed into a superiority, transformed into an initiative.”¹ “On all favorable occasions, concentrate a superior force in every battle.”² During the War of Liberation, he proposed “first attack the scattered and isolated enemy, then attack the concentrated and powerful enemy”; “first take the small and medium cities and the vast rural areas, then take the large cities”; “in every battle, concentrate an absolutely superior force (two, three, four, and sometimes even five or six times the strength of the enemy)… in this way, although we are inferior on the whole (in terms of numbers), we are absolutely superior in every part, in every specific campaign, and this ensures victory in the campaign”³; “fight no battle unprepared, fight no battle you are not sure of winning; make every effort to be well prepared for each battle, make every effort to ensure victory in the given set of circumstances as between the enemy and ourselves”⁴; “on the question of attacking cities, resolutely seize all enemy strong points that are weakly defended. Take at opportune moments all such enemy strong points that are defended with medium strength, providing circumstances permit. As for strongly defended enemy strong points, wait until conditions are ripe and then take them.”⁵ And so on. All of these principles were designed to break down the strength of the strong army, so that the strength of the overall situation would become the weakness of local situations, and the weakness of the weak army’s overall situation would become the strength of local situations, guaranteeing that the weak army could “eat” the strong army’s weak local points one mouthful at a time, accumulating these local victories to gradually turn the weak army from weak to strong, and the strong army from strong to weak, ultimately triumphing in battle. The key here is to grasp the weak local points of the strong army. Some may ask: in the history of our army’s wars, we have at times also chosen relatively strong or comparatively strong parts of the enemy army as our targets for annihilation — does this not contradict the principle of attacking the weak first and the strong later? In fact, this is not so. These enemy forces, at the time, were either isolated far from support, or in an exposed strategic posture, or would not be rescued by neighboring forces in danger, or their commanding officers were arrogant and indulgent — these factors had already diminished their original strength, causing them to become relatively weak; these were
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hard bones that had already softened, and were also ones that ought to be gnawed first. Failing to see that strength can turn into weakness, and fixing one’s gaze solely on the original condition of strength and weakness, is metaphysical.

In order effectively to promote the transformation of strength and weakness, in war guidance, deliberately manufacturing enemy errors and artificially manufacturing a weak enemy is all the more something that must be attended to.

Skillful and clever war guidance, through intelligent and effective military action, can create misperception and unpreparedness in the enemy — this is an important method of manufacturing weak points in the enemy. Genuine and false, empty and full — making it impossible for the enemy to discern our true intentions, unable to know when, where, or by what method we will attack him, forced to be led about by the nose — turning concentration into dispersion, turning the occupation of favorable terrain into detachment from favorable terrain, turning overall strength into local weakness. Achieving surprise — that is, striking when the enemy is unprepared — can also defeat a strong opponent, because a superiority without preparation is not a genuine superiority. Though the enemy’s army may be strong, if it is in a disadvantageous posture, this will offset its strength, turning it into weakness. Of course, the strong army too will make use of the weak army’s errors, or deliberately manufacture misperception in the weak army — this is something the weak army must be highly vigilant about in its war guidance. But if one can promptly see through the enemy’s schemes and stratagems, and “turn the tables on him,” one can deal the enemy an even greater blow, achieving unexpected victory.

To move the enemy and bring him within our range, causing the enemy to be deceived and fall for the trick, one must dialectically handle the relationships between “true” and “false,” and “empty” and “full.” The true and the false, the empty and the full, are opposed to each other, yet also unified. On the one hand, although the false and the empty are false and empty, if they cause the enemy mistakenly to believe them true and full, taking the false for the true and the empty for the full, this can then compensate for one’s own insufficient troop strength, and turn a passive situation around, creating favorable conditions for true and full actions. On the other hand, the false and the empty are not entirely lacking in anything true or full, but rather contain the true within the false and the full within the empty — otherwise the enemy could see through them at a glance, and one’s stratagem would come to nothing. In China’s War of Liberation, when we attacked a city while striking at relief forces, the attack on the city was often false and the strike against relief was true. Under these circumstances, Mao Zedong always stressed that the attack on the city should be a real attack, but that the main force should be placed on striking the relief forces. If the attack on the city were not real, and too few troops were committed, the enemy’s relief force would not come, and the strike against the relief force could not be carried out. If the main force were not placed on striking the relief force, the relief force could not be entirely annihilated. In the history of our army’s wars, during the agrarian revolutionary war, the second counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign of the Central Red Army,

and, in the Long March, the four crossings of the Chishui River; and during the War of Liberation, the battles at Qinghuazha and the “flood dragon” — in all these, a small portion of the force was used to draw away the enemy’s main force, while our own main force struck at the weak enemy, annihilating the enemy entirely. This was a method of manufacturing a weak enemy that arose from our correct war guidance. In ancient times, the Han general Han Xin, in attacking Wei Wang Bao, seeing that Wei Wang had “massed his troops at Puban to defend against the Han army crossing the Yellow River at Linjin,” deliberately concentrated troops and vessels opposite the ford at Puban, displaying a posture of intending to cross at Linjin — this was in fact false and empty, but false with true elements within it, empty with full elements within it; secretly, he led his main force to cross the river using wooden basins at Xiayang, north of Linjin, and in one battle captured Wei Wang Bao. Later, Han Xin led several tens of thousands of troops in a confrontation with a force of two hundred thousand from the state of Zhao at the Jingxing Pass. In order to lure the Zhao army away from its favorable terrain, he first arrayed his troops with their backs to the river, giving the appearance that he did not understand how to use troops, and then deliberately “beat the drums and marched out of the Jingxing Pass,” carrying out a feigned attack. But his feigned attack was not a mere brush and withdrawal; rather it was only after “a long, hard battle” that he abandoned his banners and drums and fled, thereby drawing the Zhao army to “empty its camp” and give chase, so that his own ambushing troops easily occupied the Zhao army’s camp, cutting off the Zhao army’s line of retreat. Within “less than a single morning, he broke an army of two hundred thousand from Zhao.”¹ His feigned deceptions were, in every case, played out quite convincingly.

With the emergence and widespread use of advanced reconnaissance technologies such as aircraft, satellites, infrared, remote sensing, low-light, and electronic devices, deceiving the enemy has undoubtedly become more difficult. But if war guidance is carried out skillfully, one can still confuse the opposing side. Before the Fourth Middle East War, the United States used its “Big Bird” satellites to closely monitor Egypt; in preparing for the war, Egypt repeatedly conducted genuine “multi-service exercises,” ultimately causing Israel to become “accustomed” to this, and later suddenly turned this kind of exercise into a real war, catching Israel completely off guard and by surprise.

To deliberately manufacture enemy errors and cause the enemy to be tricked and deceived depends entirely on the commander being thoroughly familiar with the circumstances of both the enemy and ourselves, having grasped the enemy’s pattern of action, and correctly implementing war guidance — only then can this succeed. More than two thousand years ago, Sun Tzu already said: “War is the way of deception. Therefore, when able, feign inability; when active, feign inactivity; when near, make it appear that you are far away; when far away, make it appear that you are near. Entice the enemy with advantages; throw the enemy into confusion and take him. If the enemy is substantial, prepare against him; if the enemy is strong, avoid him. If the enemy is angry, provoke him further; be deferential to him, so as to make him arrogant; if he is at ease, wear him down; if he is united, divide him.”¹ The methods available to us today are of course far richer than these. He also said: “Attack where the enemy is unprepared; appear where he does not expect you — this is how military strategists achieve victory; it cannot be conveyed in advance.”² Rather, it is a matter of “the marvel of its application, residing in the mind alone.” This saying, viewed today, still retains a certain general significance.

Above, we have discussed breaking down the strength of the strong army so as to expose weak local points. Below, let us further discuss strengthening the strength of the weak army so as to form strong local points. Only by combining these two can we promote the transformation of strength and weakness. To strengthen the strength of the weak army so as to form strong local points, in war guidance one must correctly recognize and handle the relationship between concentration and dispersion in the use of force.

Being skilled at dispersing the enemy’s forces while concentrating one’s own is an important guiding principle by which the weak army strengthens itself and weakens the enemy. China’s Warring States period military strategist Sun Bin once pointed out: “One who can divide the enemy’s forces, and constrain the enemy’s forces, will fight with a surplus even when outnumbered”³ — as opposed to: “One who cannot divide the enemy’s forces, and cannot constrain the enemy’s forces, will be insufficient even with several times the enemy’s numbers.” The Huainanzi, “Bing Lüe” also has similar words: “Therefore, one who can divide the enemy’s forces and confuse his mind, will have a surplus even when outnumbered; one who cannot divide the enemy’s forces and confuse his mind, will be insufficient even with several times the numbers.” Sun Tzu also said: “I am concentrated into one, while the enemy is divided into ten…. then, in the encounter, I outnumber him.”⁴ Precisely because of this, how to concentrate one’s own forces while dispersing the enemy’s forces became a major subject in war guidance. The bourgeois military strategist Clausewitz said: “The most important and simplest maxim in strategy is to concentrate one’s forces.”⁵ Jomini repeatedly stressed that “the art of war lies in applying the greatest possible force to the
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decisive point.” The proletarian revolutionary teacher Marx said more precisely: “The mystery of strategy lies in the concentration of forces.”¹ Lenin treated “having an overwhelming superiority of forces at the decisive moment and at the decisive point” as the “law” for achieving military victory.² Mao Zedong, summing up the brilliant practice of China’s revolutionary war’s victory of the weak over the strong, pointed out: superiority within inferiority, offense within defense, initiative within passiveness, advantage within disadvantage — all rest, basically, on the trick of concentrating force. This is because only concentration can create local superiority and the initiative, winning more battles and promoting the overall comparative strength’s transformation from strong to weak.

Concentration is spoken of relative to dispersion; the two are at once opposed and at once unified. In the war contest for superiority and initiative, the weak army seeks concentration, and the strong army likewise seeks concentration, and also tries to prevent and disrupt the weak army’s concentration. If the weak army is unwilling to disperse even a single soldier or a single weapon, the strong army will be able to use its concentration to meet the weak army’s concentration, engaging in a head-on clash with the weak army. The weak army is originally in a position of inferiority; using its own concentrated forces to meet the strong army’s concentrated masses, defeat is a certainty. Therefore, for the weak army to achieve the concentration of a superior force, it must first find a way to disperse the strong army; and the effective way, in war guidance, to disperse the strong army is first to carry out a necessary relative dispersion at the strategic level. Only by using one’s own small-scale dispersion to artificially create the enemy’s large-scale dispersion, can one, at the campaign and combat level, achieve one’s own concentration against the enemy’s dispersion. That is to say, without one’s own certain degree of dispersion, there is no concentration that one needs sufficient to form superiority. To absolutely exclude dispersion is equivalent to denying concentration itself. Whether or not one can dialectically handle the relationship between dispersion and concentration, achieving superiority and the initiative at the campaign and combat level, is a touchstone testing whether a commander’s war guidance ability is superior to that of others, or merely mediocre.

Under circumstances where the overall comparative strength shows the enemy strong and us weak, whether the weak army can concentrate a superior force at the campaign and combat level is, first of all, constrained by the strategic posture. This is because any given campaign or combat operation is always conducted under a given strategic posture; only by first compelling the enemy to spread out his fingers across the strategic overall situation can the weak army have the possibility of discovering the enemy’s weak points, and achieving the necessary concentration at the campaign and combat level. To achieve this, the weak army must
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first implement correct dispersion at the strategic level, forcing the enemy to disperse his forces accordingly. The operational guideline of “luring the enemy in deep” in our army’s war history was precisely designed to bring about the enemy’s dispersion, facilitating our own concentration of a superior force to annihilate the enemy piecemeal. In war guidance, this is a policy of using our own dispersion against the enemy’s concentration, and our own concentration against the enemy’s dispersion — the practice of war has proven that this is the correct policy for correctly grasping the dialectical law of concentration and dispersion.

China’s War of Liberation is also an outstanding model in this respect. On the eve of the war, the Chiang Kai-shek clique was single-mindedly bent on opening up a route through North China and seizing the Northeast. Taking the forces of three armies as one route, they invaded northward from Zhengzhou and Xinxiang along the Pinghan railway line. In order to guarantee that the Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu main force could concentrate its strength to strike this enemy, the various Liberated Area units simultaneously launched strikes along several strategic directions — Jinpu, Tongpu south, Tongbai, Pingsui, Ji-Re-Liao, and so on — making it impossible for Chiang Kai-shek to withdraw troops dispersed elsewhere and rapidly reinforce the Pinghan line. In this way, our Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu forces concentrated 60,000 field army troops and 100,000 militia, forming local superiority against the 30,000 enemy on the Pinghan line, swallowing up two enemy armies and winning over one army in revolt. During the stage when the enemy launched a general offensive against the Liberated Areas, our army acted similarly. Take the Southern Front battle situation as an example: our Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu main force, and the East China and Tai-Yue units, fought successively across three theaters along the more than a thousand-kilometer front north of the Yellow River — the central section of the Longhai railway, southern Subei-Lunan, and southwestern Shanxi — pulling apart the connections among the enemy’s three great concentrations at Zhengzhou, Xuzhou, and Xi’an, so that none of them could act. This enabled our three Southern Front armies, in the midst of maneuvering against the enemy, to concentrate a superior force and successively win the victories of the Longhai, Dingtao, Julianyu, Subei, Lunan, Laiwu, Linyi, Lüliang-Fenxiao, and other campaigns. During the stage when the enemy launched a focused offensive against Shaanbei and Shandong, rather than withdrawing troops from other theaters to reinforce Shaanbei and Shandong to match the enemy’s focus with our own focus, the Southern Front armies instead carried out strategic dispersion. East China’s forces divided into three: the Shandong Corps remained in place; the Subei Corps penetrated deep behind enemy lines, threatening Nanjing and the Huai River region; and Chen Yi and Su Yu led the main force forward into western Henan and southern Anhui-Subei, threatening Xuzhou and Kaifeng. The Liu-Deng forces likewise led the Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu main force straight out into northern Henan and southwestern Shandong, pressing toward Xuzhou from the northwest. Our forces on the Shaanbei battlefield numbered only about one-tenth of the Nationalist forces; the Central authorities had at one point considered transferring the Tai-Yue Corps under Chen Geng westward across the Yellow River to reinforce it. But later they wisely changed the plan, deciding instead that the Chen-Xie forces would carry out combat operations in the southwestern Shanxi region, and then cross the river southward, advancing directly into western Henan, threatening Xi’an and Tong Pass. Because the various armies advancing along the exterior line directly endangered the Nationalist army’s various strategic strongholds on the Southern Front, this forced the Nationalist army to disperse large numbers of troops to defend in all directions, unable to draw troops from elsewhere to reinforce the two focal points of Shaanbei and Shandong on its eastern and western flanks — later it even had to withdraw troops from these two focal theaters to patch up gaps that had appeared in other directions. This dispersed the enemy’s forces across the strategic overall situation, effectively narrowing the gap in force comparison at the two focal theaters of Shaanbei and Shandong. It was precisely with the coordination and support of the other strategic directions that our army in Shaanbei and Shandong fought hard and skillfully, achieving superior forces in every campaign and combat action, winning the victories of the three battles of Shaanbei, the Yushafang and Shandong Mengtai, Menglianggu, and other major campaigns, ultimately smashing the enemy’s focused offensive.

The weak army’s own rational strategic dispersion, causing the enemy’s greater strategic dispersion, undoubtedly created important conditions for the weak army’s concentration at the campaign and combat level. And to ultimately realize this kind of concentration, at the campaign and combat level itself there is also a matter of using one’s own small dispersion to manufacture the enemy’s large dispersion, using one’s own large concentration to strike the enemy’s small dispersed force. This is the concrete expression, at this level of campaign and combat, of the mutually complementary relationship between dispersion and concentration. All of the campaigns fought during our army’s War of Liberation prove this reasoning. Taking, as examples, the thirteen famous campaigns of the early War of Liberation period — Pinghan, Sudong, Wanxia, Dingtao, Xinkailing, Huapo, Subei, Lunan, Linjiang, Laiwu, the three battles of Shaanbei, Zhengtai, and Menglianggu — in each of these campaigns, our army on average committed only one-fifth to one-sixth of its forces to draw off or contain four-fifths to eight-ninths of the opposing Nationalist forces, while concentrating the main strength to strike the enemy’s small dispersed forces, thereby creating a comparative superiority of three to six times the enemy’s strength at the campaign and combat level, winning one splendid battle of annihilation after another.

From the above it can be seen that the principle of concentrating force, within the scope of campaigns and combat, is likewise not absolute, but relative. Concentration is concentration under the necessary condition of dispersion, and dispersion is the dispersion that is the precondition for concentration. Concentration is the goal, dispersion is the means. In the face of a superior enemy, fearing insufficient troop strength and concentrating everything in a blanket fashion, absolutizing concentration and denying necessary dispersion, will inevitably cause our goal of concentrating a large force to strike the enemy’s small dispersed force to come to nothing.



3. Increasing the Weak Elements in the Strong Army’s Strength, Reducing the Weak Elements in the Weak Army’s Strength

The unity within opposition of the strength-weakness contradiction also shows that, once the weak elements within the strong army’s strength increase, this will affect and weaken its strong elements; correspondingly speaking, this will reduce and make up for the weak elements within the weak army’s strength. And vice versa: once the weak elements within the weak army’s strength decrease, this will affect and increase its strong elements; correspondingly speaking, this will increase and develop the weak elements within the strong army’s strength. This too is a concrete expression of the mutual permeation and mutual constraint of the strength-weakness contradiction.

The unjust wars waged by imperialism and hegemonism have powerful military strength and advanced weapons and equipment; their weakness lies in the unjustness of the war, which, relying on reactionary deceptive propaganda to conceal the situation from their own people, soldiers, and world public opinion, cannot be sustained for long; the machinery of modern war consumes enormous resources, and their economic strength cannot withstand the wear of protracted war; operating in a foreign land, their supply lines are long, and the invaded country’s people resolutely resist, the harder they suppress, the greater the resistance grows; the world’s people oppose them, and they become internationally isolated; and they are unfamiliar with the natural, geographical conditions, sometimes even unaccustomed to the local climate — among other such factors.

Revolutionary wars that oppose national aggression and class oppression are just in character, winning people’s hearts; the people actively take part in and support the war, morale is high; the people of the world support them, and internationally they gain much support; they are familiar with the natural, geographical conditions, and so on. Their weakness generally lies in military strength being weak, with weapons and equipment more backward than those of imperialism and hegemonism.

For the weak army, in war guidance, to increase the weak elements within the enemy’s strength while decreasing the weak elements within its own strength, promoting the transformation of strength and weakness, it must uphold a strategic policy of protracted war. This is because:

First, politically, the unjust nature of imperialism and hegemonism’s launching of aggressive war, and the essential retrogressive and barbarous character underlying it, and the justness of national revolutionary war and class revolutionary war, and the essential progressive, revolutionary, popular character underlying it, both require time to fully take effect. Combining the exposure of these two war natures with our own political propaganda work, exposing the enemy’s reactionary, deceptive propaganda, and raising the awareness and consciousness of the people (including the people of the world and the enemy country’s own people) and the soldiers (including the enemy’s own soldiers), as well as international public opinion, regarding the enemy’s reactionary war nature, requires time; the mobilization, propagandizing, organization, and training of popular armed struggle requires time; the launching, formation, and support for revolutionary war of an international anti-imperialist, anti-hegemonic united front also requires time. All of these things cannot be achieved without sufficient

time; only by adopting a policy of protracted war can this be accomplished.

Second, economically, to cause the strong army’s economic strength to gradually weaken, and the weak army’s economic strength to gradually grow, requires protracted war. Modern war’s consumption of manpower, material resources, and financial resources is far greater than in past wars of every era; therefore an enemy armed with modern war machinery seeks a quick decision, and the longer the duration of the war, the greater the erosion of economic strength, and the more unfavorable this is to the enemy. The deeper the enemy’s advance, the longer its supply lines, the greater the difficulty of supply, and if the modern war machine lacks ammunition or fuel supply, it becomes useless scrap. In order to overcome economic difficulties, the just weak army, under conditions where it does not have nationwide political power, must actively consolidate and expand its rural revolutionary base areas, mobilize the people to actively support the war effort, and develop the economy to guarantee supply; under conditions where it has nationwide political power, it must defend the nation’s economic base, shelter the nation’s war mobilization, rapidly transition from a peacetime economic structure to a wartime economic structure, and actively develop military production to support the war effort — all of this requires a certain amount of time.

Third, militarily, the rise and fall of the strength of the two sides’ military strength requires a process. Because imperialism and hegemonism’s military strength is strong, strategically they are on the offense, strategically they hold the initiative, and strategically they operate along the exterior line. The just weak army is strategically on the defense, strategically passive, and strategically operates along the interior line. In war guidance, the weak army must form local superiority, seize the initiative at the campaign and combat level, carry out exterior-line, quick-decision offense, gradually annihilating the enemy piecemeal, building itself up, in order to create the conditions for the transformation of strength and weakness. This requires a policy of protracted war.

The enemy also has a greatest weakness militarily: in the areas it occupies, its strength is weak. The more the enemy pushes war deep into the interior of the invaded country, the more its weakness of insufficient troop strength becomes prominent, and its rear becomes ever more vacant; moreover, the enemy is operating in a foreign land, with all its supplies relying on supply from its own country — the longer its supply lines, the more insufficient its allocation of troops becomes. Therefore, the just weak army, on the one hand, must mobilize and organize new military strength, continually replenishing the army fighting at the front; on the other hand, it must broadly mobilize the masses behind enemy lines, organizing popular guerrilla forces, even, when necessary, sparing no effort to send small

main force units deep behind enemy lines, arming the masses, and unfolding guerrilla warfare.

In people’s war waging weak against strong, the regular army can only, by concentrating and operating mobile, create local superiority at the campaign and combat level, “eating” the enemy piecemeal, gradually altering the overall comparative strength. But the concentration of regular warfare requires the coordination of highly dispersed guerrilla warfare, with numerous local forces and militia guerrilla units, active on all fronts before and behind enemy lines, now converging, now dispersing, appearing and disappearing unpredictably, destroying the enemy’s communications, harassing enemy strongpoints, blowing up enemy warehouses, ambushing small groups of the enemy, destroying the enemy’s communication equipment, launching surprise attacks on the enemy’s key institutions, striking at the flanks of enemy marching columns, blowing up the enemy’s oil pipelines, airfields, and docks, feigning to be the main force to confuse the enemy, and so on — plunging the enemy into the predicament of being surrounded on all sides, seeing every tree and blade of grass as an enemy soldier, never able to have a moment’s peace, forcing the enemy to divert considerable troop strength to deal with guerrilla warfare that erupts everywhere, dispersing the enemy’s strength directed against our regular forces, creating favorable conditions for our regular forces to concentrate superior strength in striking the enemy. In our country’s War of Liberation, the broadly dispersed guerrilla warfare behind enemy lines, from a strategic standpoint, in the second half of 1946 alone pinned down and detained 50 to 55 brigades of the enemy’s regular army and several tens of thousands of miscellaneous armed forces, narrowing the enemy’s first-line troop superiority and expanding the freedom of action for our regular forces to concentrate strength for annihilating battles. From the campaign and combat standpoint, every combat action of our regular forces had the coordination of broad local armed forces and militia, creating superior battlefield conditions for the regular forces’ concentration. Take, for example, the famous “seven victories in seven battles” in Subei — in this direction, the Nationalist army’s strength was originally six times ours, but because of the active guerrilla activity in this area, the enemy could not fathom the true and false of our main force’s location, and, as a result, was struck by our army maneuvering with superior force, taking a bite here and a nibble there, annihilating over 60,000 enemy troops in total. In the Dingtao campaign, our Liu-Deng army, using a small force combined with local militia, disguised as the main force, carried out demolitions and guerrilla actions around Yuncheng, successfully manufacturing the illusion that our army intended to fight a decisive battle in this area, drawing the Fifth Army under Qiu Qingquan, one of the Nationalist army’s five main forces, to Yuncheng, while our Liu-Deng main force concentrated three times the enemy’s superior strength, annihilating the entire reorganized Third Division of 30,000 men at Dingtao. In the Qingfengdian campaign, because broad militia forces unfolded guerrilla activity along the highway from Shijiazhuang to Baoding, this caused Hu Zongnan’s main force, the Third Army,

advancing northward, to find its progress extremely difficult, becoming mired at Qingfengdian, unable to link up with the enemy at Baoding, winning precious time for our Jin-Cha-Ji main force of seven brigades to make forced marches southward to complete their campaign concentration. The three battles of Shaanbei, in which our Northwest main force was able, in every battle, to concentrate more than three times the enemy’s superior force to strike an isolated portion of the enemy, owed one important reason to the fact that the two garrison brigades we drew off, combined with broad local militia, dispersed guerrilla activity elusively across the myriad mountains and valleys of Shaanbei, confusing Hu Zongnan as to the whereabouts of our main force. A captured Nationalist officer during the Subei campaign once said with deep feeling: although we had over a hundred thousand troops, the Liberated Areas were full of militia everywhere, firing cold shots wherever we went, unable to distinguish soldiers from civilians — how could over a hundred thousand Nationalist troops, suddenly scattered to pieces, not be defeated? It can be seen that guerrilla warfare also expands the weak elements of the enemy’s strength, while reducing our own weak elements, thereby weakening the strong elements of the enemy’s strength and developing our own strong elements — an effective method of war.



4. Weakening the Strong Elements in the Strong Army’s Strength, Improving the Weak Elements in the Weak Army’s Strength

The unity within opposition of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war is also expressed in the fact that, once the strong army’s strength weakens, the weak army’s strength correspondingly increases; conversely, once the weak army’s strength increases, the strong army’s strength correspondingly diminishes. This too is a concrete expression of the mutual permeation and mutual constraint of the strength-weakness contradiction. Therefore, for the weak army to promote the transformation of the two sides’ strength and weakness in war, it must, in war guidance, apply effort to the combination of these two aspects.

In the practice of war, one often encounters a practical problem: whether to adopt, in war guidance, a policy of guarding fixed territory, or a policy of preserving military strength, implementing broad mobility, seizing the weak enemy, concentrating an absolutely superior force, and destroying the enemy’s effective strength. Of course, being able both to guard territory and to preserve mobile military strength, destroying the enemy’s effective strength, would be best. But in fact, this is often impossible to have both at once, and it is especially difficult for the weak army fighting against the strong army to achieve this. One must give up something in order to gain something. For the weak army to promote the transformation of strength and weakness, on the question of what to give up and what to take, there exists a struggle between dialectics and metaphysics.

Military dialectics holds that when the weak army fights against the strong army, especially under conditions where it has not yet won nationwide political power, it ought not to make the guarding of territory its primary concern — this is precisely the policy that Mao Zedong put forward in guiding China’s War of Liberation: “Our primary objective is to eliminate the enemy’s effective strength and not to hold or seize a city or place.”¹ Adopting this policy has the following advantages.

First, it can weaken the enemy’s mobile strength, causing the enemy to disperse. Because as the enemy occupies territory, it must divide its forces to garrison it; the more territory it occupies, the more garrison troops are needed, and the fewer mobile troops there are, and the more dispersed its forces become — this facilitates the weak army’s search for the enemy’s weak points, defeating it piecemeal, thereby achieving the goal of gradually weakening the strong elements of the enemy’s strength. At the start of our country’s War of Liberation, the Nationalist army’s total strength was 4.3 million men, among which the regular forces were 2.48 million men in 248 brigades, and the irregular forces, together with rear-area organs, numbered about 2 to 3 million men. When the Nationalist army began its strategic offensive (July 1946), it concentrated 193 brigades of regular forces, about 1.6 million men, to attack our various Liberated Areas. And “of the Nationalist army’s more than 190 brigades, roughly half must be used for garrison duty, and no more than half or slightly more can be used for mobile field operations. And these troops used for field operations, once they advance to a given area, cannot avoid having to divert a portion, or even the majority, of their strength to garrison duty as well. On the one hand, the enemy’s field armies are continuously being destroyed by us; on the other hand, large numbers are being diverted to garrison duty — therefore they are bound to grow fewer as the fighting continues.”² After four months of combat operations (to October 1946), the Nationalist army’s total strength committed to the war had increased from 193 brigades to 209 brigades, but the troops used for the front line increased from 70 brigades to only 117 brigades. Its reserve strength was nearly exhausted. After eight months of combat operations (to February 1947), we had annihilated 710,000 enemy troops; the Nationalist army’s regular forces committed had increased to 219 brigades, but the troops used for the front line had sharply decreased from 117 brigades to 85 brigades. After one year of combat operations (to June 1947), we had annihilated 1.12 million enemy troops in total; the enemy’s total strength had decreased from 4.3 million to 3.7 million. Although the regular forces still retained the designation of 248 brigades,
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their troop strength had already decreased from 2 million to 1.5 million, and only about 40 brigades or so could be used for strategic mobility. This historical fact fully shows that, by not making the guarding of territory primary, one can disperse the enemy’s forces, reduce its mobile strength, causing our annihilation of the enemy to increase daily, and effectively weakening the enemy’s strong elements.

Second, it can strengthen the weak army’s mobile forces, facilitating the concentration of force. Because the weak army has cast off the burden of guarding territory, its garrison forces are reduced, and correspondingly its mobile forces increase. Once a weak enemy is discovered, one can promptly maneuver, concentrating a superior force, destroying the enemy’s effective strength. Once the destruction of the enemy reaches a certain degree, the enemy will necessarily have to withdraw garrison troops to replenish its mobile forces, and once garrison strength becomes thin, it will inevitably be destroyed piecemeal by us, ultimately forcing the enemy to abandon the territory it occupies. During our country’s War of Liberation, after one year of combat operations, our forces grew from the initial 1.2 million men to 1.95 million men. Among these, the regular forces grew from the original 600,000 to 1 million men, and the local forces grew from the original 600,000 to 950,000 men. Weapons and equipment also improved considerably. As for the gain and loss of territory, because our operational policy was correct, the enemy’s strong elements were gradually weakened, and our own weak elements were gradually improved, and the situation also gradually improved. In the first four months (July to October 1946), the Nationalist army occupied 153 cities, and we recovered 48; comparing our gains and losses to the enemy’s, we lost 105. In the second four-month period (November 1946 to February 1947), the enemy occupied 87 of our cities, and we recovered 87; our gains and losses were roughly equal. But the enemy suffered a net loss of over 400,000 effective troops. In the third four-month period (March to June 1947), the enemy occupied 95 cities, and we recovered and liberated 153 cities; comparing our gains and losses to the enemy’s, we gained 58. Over the total of the first year of the War of Liberation, the ratio of enemy-to-our troop losses was 3.13 to 1. The enemy occupied 335 cities, we occupied 288. The enemy’s net gain was 47, but for every city the enemy occupied, it paid a price of 24,000 men.

Third, combining the above two points together tells us one truth: if the weak army makes the guarding of territory primary, it will inevitably have to garrison everywhere, dispersing its forces. The weak army’s military strength is already weaker than the enemy’s; if, as a result, it disperses its strength and leaves it to itself, while handing concentration over to the enemy, the inevitable result is that it will be destroyed piecemeal by the strong army, and, moreover, the territory too will not be held. But if one hands the burden of guarding

territory over to the enemy, causing the enemy to disperse, while one’s own side seeks weak enemies amid broad mobility, destroying the enemy’s effective strength, the result will not only be that one’s own strength continually grows, but that the territory, too, will ultimately be preserved, and even expanded. This is what people often call: “abandon a person, hold territory, the person and the territory are both lost; abandon territory, hold the person, the person and the territory both survive.” This is a fact proven by our Chinese revolutionary war, and especially by the War of Liberation. Of course, after we won nationwide political power, the situation changed a great deal — especially in the initial stage of a future war of resistance to aggression, under conditions where the enemy is strong and we are weak, certain key points must be defended — this is a focused positional defense. In order to prevent the enemy from driving straight in, to shelter the nation’s transition to a wartime structure, to shelter the mobilization, concentration, and deployment of our army’s strength, so as more effectively to destroy the enemy, this is also limited to a given time and given region. Generally speaking, the policy is still one combining positional warfare, mobile warfare, and guerrilla warfare. These three, in different times and different regions, according to the actual circumstances, have different points of emphasis. But the overall goal and method — weakening the enemy’s strong elements, improving our own weak elements — remains unchanged.

Here one must guard against a misunderstanding. Not making the guarding of territory primary does not mean that territory need not be defended at all. On the contrary, wherever there is the ability to defend it, one should still actively defend or seize it. Mao Zedong pointed out: “Wherever the comparative strength of the enemy and ourselves makes possible the defense or capture of a place, and where it is significant from the campaign or tactical standpoint, that place must be defended or captured; otherwise it is an error. Therefore, whoever defends or captures such places will also be rewarded.”¹ Therefore, toward the defense of territory, one must not adopt an attitude of absolute affirmation or absolute negation, but rather must, according to actual circumstances, combine need with possibility, and make a choice that seeks truth from facts based on their military significance, guided by the fundamental goal of “destroying the enemy, preserving oneself.” That in the initial stage of a future war of resistance to aggression, positional warfare will be primary, is precisely because these key points have important significance at the strategic and campaign level.

Metaphysics is the opposite of dialectics; the directors of the fifth counter-“encirclement and suppression” campaign of our country’s agrarian revolutionary war held precisely this kind of thinking. They believed: is it not better if one can both avoid giving up territory and still defeat the enemy?
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They advocated not losing an inch of territory, not fighting broken, scattered battles [i.e. only fighting decisive, set-piece engagements], claiming that losing territory would produce a bad effect abroad. Mao Zedong pointed out: “The answer to this opinion is simple, our history has already answered it. As regards the question of the loss of territory, there is often this kind of situation, that only by losing can one avoid losing — this is the principle of ‘in order to take, one must first give.’ If what we lose is territory, and what we gain is the defeat of the enemy, the recovery of territory, and the further expansion of territory, this is a profitable transaction. … Our lesson of the fifth ‘encirclement and suppression’ campaign lay precisely in this point. Unwilling to lose a portion of territory, the result was to lose all territory. … Not being willing to break a few pots and jars in one household for a while means having every household break its pots and jars for a long time. Fearing a temporary bad political effect means paying the price of a long-term bad effect.”¹ He also criticized the social root and cognitive root of this kind of thinking, pointing out: “This kind of opinion, which looks like revolutionary ‘Left’ opinion, comes from the revolutionary impetuosity disease of the petty-bourgeois intellectuals, and also from the localized conservatism of the peasant small producer. They look at problems only from a local standpoint, are incapable of seeing the overall situation, are unwilling to link today’s interest with tomorrow’s interest, unwilling to link partial interest with overall interest, and cling to death to something local and temporary.”² Looking at problems in this isolated, static, one-sided way is precisely the essential characteristic of metaphysical thought method.

To effectively destroy the enemy’s effective strength, weakening the strong army’s strong elements and improving the weak army’s weak elements, one must correctly recognize and handle the relationship between the war of attrition and the war of annihilation.

When the weak army fights against the strong army, it is impossible to destroy the enemy entirely all at once. Therefore, strategically, one must gradually wear down the enemy in protracted war, in order gradually to alter the comparative strength of the two sides’ military power, achieving the goal of the transformation of strength and weakness. But a strategic war of attrition must be achieved by relying on wars of annihilation at the campaign and combat level.

The advantage of the war of annihilation is: first, it can annihilate the enemy entirely; second, it can achieve a quick decision. Complete annihilation is the most effective way to strike the enemy’s army and destroy the enemy’s strong elements. Injuring all ten of the enemy’s fingers is not as good as severing just one; routing several enemy divisions is not as good as annihilating one enemy division entirely. Annihilating one enemy
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regiment means one fewer regiment for the enemy; annihilating one enemy division means one fewer division for the enemy — this method of combat is especially advantageous against an enemy lacking second-echelon strength. Complete annihilation can most fully replenish our own side, not only effectively replenishing ourselves in weapons and equipment, but also, in the domestic class revolutionary war, replenishing ourselves in troop strength, improving our own weak elements. Complete annihilation can most effectively destroy enemy army morale, causing it to become dispirited, low in spirit and downcast; while for our own army it can inspire morale, raising spirits high — this is the most powerful form of political mobilization. A quick decision, meanwhile, gives our army the possibility of promptly transferring troops to annihilate the enemy’s relief forces, or of rapidly transferring troops to avoid the enemy’s relief forces — if the decision is not quick, the strong army’s relief troops will arrive, and the weak army will inevitably be attacked on all sides, not only unable to destroy the enemy, but forced to retreat, its achievement undone at the last moment, even risking being destroyed by the enemy. It should especially be understood that a quick decision at the campaign and combat level is a necessary condition for protracted war at the strategic level. This is because, when the weak army fights against the strong army, if it cannot achieve a quick decision at the campaign and combat level, it will necessarily consume too much, making it difficult both to annihilate the enemy entirely and to replenish itself — it may even be destroyed by the enemy, and protracted war at the strategic level will then become very difficult to achieve. Therefore, that kind of mechanistic military thinking which holds that, because strategically one is protracted, campaign and combat operations too ought to be protracted, must be opposed and avoided. Protracted war strategically, and quick-decision combat and campaign operations, are mutually complementary — this accords with the objective, actual military dialectical thought.

One should also understand that a war of attrition can only bring about a quantitative change in the strength-weakness comparison of military forces, while, for that portion of the enemy annihilated in a war of annihilation, it brings about a qualitative change. Therefore it is the most effective method for destroying the enemy’s strong elements and improving one’s own weak elements. Of course, this kind of campaign-and-combat war of annihilation, from the strategic standpoint, is still a war of attrition, still a quantitative change — but this quantitative change has, within it, a character of partial qualitative change (because that portion of the enemy that has been annihilated no longer exists). From this it can be seen that the change in the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides’ military strength occurs within a total process of quantitative change, containing within it partial qualitative changes, and these partial qualitative changes are component parts of the total quantitative change; when the accumulated quantity of these partial qualitative changes grows large enough, it will complete the total qualitative change of the transformation of strength and weakness. This is precisely the internal dialectical relationship between quantitative and qualitative change within the relationship between the war of attrition and the war of annihilation.

For the weak army fighting against the strong army, to achieve the goal of weakening the strong elements of the enemy’s strength and improving the weak elements of one’s own strength, in war guidance one must correctly recognize and handle two contradictions: one is the contradiction between guarding territory and destroying the enemy; the other is the contradiction between the war of attrition and the war of annihilation. If one can do this, one will be able powerfully to promote the realization of the transformation of strength and weakness.

The four questions discussed above are all discussed from the standpoint of the weak army, in war guidance, grasping the mutually causal relationship of the two kinds of factors that comprise the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war. The center is two points: first, one must cause the two kinds of factors contained within the absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war — namely, the strong elements within the strong army’s strength, and the weak elements within the weak army’s strength — gradually to diminish; second, one must cause the two kinds of factors contained within the relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war — namely, the weak elements within the strong army’s strength, and the strong elements within the weak army’s strength — gradually to increase. Only by taking this as the goal, combining it with the actual circumstances of the war, and formulating practically feasible strategy and tactics, can one cause the weak army to gradually turn from weak to strong, forcing the strong army to gradually turn from strong to weak, ultimately achieving the transformation of strength and weakness. This is the methodological principle that the weak army, in defeating the strong army, must follow in war guidance.

Summarizing the above: on the one hand, there exist certain objective conditions providing the possibility for the transformation of strength and weakness — this is the objective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness. Without this possibility and basis, transformation is impossible however much one wishes it. On the other hand, there exist certain subjective conditions — namely, subjective war guidance ability surpassing the enemy’s, dialectically unifying the subjective and the objective — which can turn the objective possibility provided by objective conditions for the transformation of strength and weakness into the reality of the transformation of strength and weakness; in this process of turning possibility into reality, the subjective conditions play the decisive role. This is the subjective basis for the transformation of strength and weakness. These two aspects of conditions are indispensable, each closely connected with and mutually constraining the other. To speak only of objective conditions without speaking of subjective conditions is mechanism in military affairs; to speak only of subjective conditions without speaking of objective conditions is idealism in military affairs. Both violate military dialectics, and neither can possibly seize victory in war, in a contest of the weak against the strong.




IV. The Transformation of Strength and Weakness between the Two Sides in War Is a Process from Quantitative Change to Qualitative Change

For the weak army to defeat the strong army, there must be a process of transformation of the strength and weakness of the two sides’ military forces. Without the transformation of the strength and weakness of the two sides’ forces, the weak army cannot possibly defeat the strong army. So-called transformation means that the originally weak army, in the course of the war, is transformed into a strong army, while the originally strong army is transformed into a weak army, ultimately still resulting in the strong defeating the weak — this is precisely the true meaning of what we call “victory of the weak over the strong.” It is not the case that the weak army, without going through the transformation of the strength and weakness of forces, can defeat the strong army — that is fundamentally impossible.

That the originally weak army is transformed into a strong army, and the originally strong army is transformed into a weak army, is a process that takes a fairly long time. This process is precisely the dialectical process of development in which the original strength and weakness of the two sides’ forces, beginning with quantitative change, proceeds through quantitative change to qualitative change, and then again from qualitative change to quantitative change, ultimately arriving at complete qualitative change.

The process of quantitative change is a process of gradual change; it does not, like qualitative change, occur suddenly, but a sudden qualitative change is grounded in the gradual accumulation of quantitative change. Without the gradual accumulation of quantitative change, a sudden qualitative change cannot occur. The comparative strength of the two sides at the start of a war is always relative. The strong side has, within its absolute strength, relatively weak elements; the weak side has, within its absolute weakness, relatively strong elements. Taken together, both sides have elements of strength and weakness, four kinds of elements in all. These four elements, spoken of as quantitative change, all exist in two tendencies: increase and decrease. For the weak army to defeat the strong army, it must strive to increase the strong elements within its own strength and decrease the weak elements within its own strength; increase the weak elements within the enemy’s strength and decrease the strong elements within the enemy’s strength; and moreover must do its utmost to prevent and restrict change in the opposite direction. These four elements, in their gradual quantitative change, are not isolated from and unrelated to one another, but are mutually permeating and mutually constraining — any change in one factor will necessarily affect the change of the other three factors. For example, if the strong elements within the weak army increase, its weak elements must necessarily decrease; correspondingly, for the strong army, its weak elements must necessarily increase, and its strong elements must necessarily decrease. The same reasoning applies to the other three factors. This chain reaction is precisely the essential reflection of the unity of the strength-weakness contradiction of the two sides. Once the accumulation of these four factors, in a direction favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, reaches a certain degree, the original state of the enemy strong-we weak will transform into a state where the strength of the enemy and ourselves is balanced (this too is a stage of qualitative change), and then transform further into a state of enemy weak-we strong, arriving at the final qualitative change. This is precisely the entire process of the transformation of strength and weakness, from quantitative change to qualitative change, in a war of the weak against the strong. When the weak army fights the strong army, the strategy and tactics of war guidance take this as their starting point and their destination.

The practice of war shows that the strength and weakness of military power are the objective material foundation of offense and defense, and of initiative and passiveness. That is to say, only when military power is strong can one go on the offense and hold the initiative. Conversely, when military power is weak, one must be on the defense, and passiveness is inevitable. This is determined by the absoluteness of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war. This is one aspect. On the other hand, the strong army’s military power has, within its absolute strength, relatively weak elements, and the weak army’s military power has, within its absolute weakness, relatively strong elements. This shows that the strong army has, within its overall offense and initiative, a foundation for local defense and passiveness, and the weak army has, within its overall defense and passiveness, a foundation for local offense and initiative. This is determined by the relativity of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war.

Because the strong army is strong militarily, strategically it is on the offense; the weak army, because it is weak militarily, is strategically on the defense. Only by transforming strategic defense into strategic offense can the weak army seize final victory. This is a requirement of the objective law of war. For the weak army to transform strategic defense into strategic offense, it must go through a process of the transformation of the strength of war from weak to strong. Therefore, strategically, one must demand protracted war, refusing quick-decision war, and, within protracted war, seek to turn weakness into strength. This requires, in war guidance: first, one must convert the strategically dispersed use of force into the concentrated use of force at the campaign and combat level, converting the strategic weak-against-strong into a campaign-and-combat strong-striking-weak — this is the foundation for the series of transformations described below. Without this transformation, all other transformations are empty talk. Second, one must convert strategic defense into campaign-and-combat offense. This is because only offense can destroy the enemy in large numbers, quantitatively altering the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides. Third, one must convert strategically protracted defense into a campaign-and-combat quick-decision offense. Because the enemy holds an overall strength advantage, the weak army holds only a local strength advantage, constrained by time — if one does not achieve a quick decision, the enemy will grow reinforcements, and offense cannot obtain victory, and things may even go badly, resulting in defeat. Fourth, one must convert strategic interior-line defense into campaign-and-combat exterior-line offense. Because when the enemy concentrates a superior force to advance against the weak army’s interior line, if the weak army stubbornly defends the interior line, this will inevitably form a decisive battle of weak against strong, which is disadvantageous to the weak army; one must, at the campaign and combat level, seize upon the enemy’s weak points, carry out exterior-line offense, so as not to be controlled by the enemy, and be able to destroy the enemy in large numbers. Fifth, one must convert the strategic war of attrition into the campaign-and-combat

war of annihilation. Because the war of annihilation is the most effective method for altering the strength-weakness comparison of the enemy and ourselves.

This entire series of transformations is undertaken by the weak army in order to defeat the strong army, promoting the gradual change, from quantitative change to qualitative sudden change, of the four factors discussed above, adopting correct strategy and tactics in war guidance. This shows that, in the transformation process from quantitative change to qualitative change of the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides in war, there exists, in war guidance, a series of contradictions and their transformation, filled with rich military dialectics.

The staged character of the progress of a war is grounded in the qualitative changes in the strength-weakness comparison of the two sides’ forces. Every stage in the progress of a war is qualitatively different. The quality of the strategic defense stage is enemy strong-we weak; the quality of the strategic stalemate stage is balanced strength between enemy and ourselves; the quality of the strategic offense stage is enemy weak-we strong. Every strategic stage’s quality has its own definite quantitative breadth, limit, and scope — that is, its “degree.” The two ends of the degree have limits or boundaries, called nodal points or critical points. Within the two critical points of its degree, a given quantity of quality does not change; if the quantitative change exceeds these critical points, it will bring about a qualitative change. In the strategic defense stage, if the quantitative change shifts from enemy strong-we weak to enemy weak-we strong, this is a qualitative change, and the progress of the war will develop into the strategic offense stage, and, on the basis of this qualitative change, begin a new round of quantitative change, until final victory in the war is achieved. It can be seen that, in war guidance, grasping the degree of quantitative change — and especially accurately grasping the critical point — is extremely important for the transformation of strategic stages.

“War is a contest of strength” — that the strong win and the weak lose is a law inherent in war. For the weak army to defeat the strong army, it must correctly understand and grasp the objective law of the transformation of strength and weakness, from quantitative change to qualitative change. In war guidance, one must always keep this firmly in mind, giving due attention to the quantitative aspect of the comparative strength of the two sides in war, with a basic quantitative analysis; quality is expressed through quantity — without quantity, there is no quality. One must attend to basic statistics, the primary percentages, attend to the quantitative limits that determine the quality of strategic stages, promptly carrying out strategic transformations, and, on the basis of objective material force, actively and dynamically seize final victory in the war.







Chapter Six: The Objective Conditions of War and Human Initiative

War is a contest of material force, and at the same time it is also a contest of the two hostile sides’ human initiative, built upon the foundation of given objective material conditions. Precisely as Mao Zedong said, the outcome of the contest between the two sides in war — “as between victory and defeat, apart from the comparison of objective material conditions, victory must be due to correct subjective direction and defeat to mistaken subjective direction.”¹ It can be seen that, within this special domain of war, human initiative is an extremely active factor, playing an important role.


I. The Meaning and Characteristics of Human Initiative in War

War differs from ordinary material production activity: the object it acts upon is not only nature, but chiefly other human beings. If the two hostile sides’ initiative were not active, there could be no combat activity at all. If, when the two hostile sides engage in combat, one side had no initiative, then it would have only defeat; where human initiative is insufficiently brought into play, or is brought into play to a lesser degree than the enemy’s in the confrontation with the enemy, there is likewise no hope of victory. Therefore, compared with other social practical activities, human initiative in war is especially pronounced. What, then, is initiative in war? And what distinctive characteristics does human initiative in war have compared with human initiative in other social practical activities?


1. The Meaning of Human Initiative in War

As is well known, inanimate matter has no initiative. In the biological world, ordinary animals too
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do not possess conscious initiative. All the activities of animals are nothing but expressions of natural instinct. As Engels pointed out: “the animal merely uses external nature, and brings about changes in it simply by his presence; man by his changes makes it serve his ends, masters it. This is the final, essential distinction between man and other animals.”¹ From the above statement it can be seen that human initiative contains two aspects: the initiative of cognition and the initiative of practice. This is also what Mao Zedong called “thought” and “action.” Mao Zedong pointed out: “Everything must be done by people. To do anything well, one must first, on the basis of objective facts, draw out thought, reasoning, and opinion, and put forward plans, guidelines, policies, strategy, and tactics — only then can matters go well. Thought and the like are subjective things; doing or acting is subjective things made manifest in the objective — both are the special initiative of humankind. This kind of initiative, we call ‘conscious initiative’ — it is precisely the trait that distinguishes man from matter.”²

Human conscious initiative in war is precisely understanding war and carrying out war. The former refers mainly to actively coming to understand war on the basis of the practice of war; the latter refers to actively carrying out war on the basis of one’s understanding of war.

Initiative in understanding war refers to the fact that, on the basis of the practice of war, through perceptual knowledge actively leaping to rational knowledge, one arrives at an understanding of the laws of war, and, on the basis of this understanding of the laws of war, puts forward war objectives, strategy and tactics, as well as operational guidelines and operational plans, in order to guide the war, and, in the process of war practice, continually comes to understand the changes in the war situation, continually supplements and revises the original operational plan, and implements uninterrupted combat command. This shows that, before people engage in the practical activity of war (especially in the mind of the director of a war), there already exists, in the human mind, the war objective that the practical activity of war is to achieve and the blueprint for realizing this war objective. In other words, the outcome of the war that people intend to achieve at the conclusion of the practical activity of war already exists “ideally” in the human mind long before the practical activity of war. Marx, in analyzing the process of productive labor, once explained a similar principle. He said: “the result which already existed in the imagination of the labourer at its commencement, [exists] already in his imagination, already existed ideally.”³ It is precisely for this reason that people’s practical activity of war is by no means blind or
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unconscious, but always “bears the characteristic of proceeding toward a definite, pre-known goal in a thought-out, planned way.”¹

Initiative in carrying out war refers precisely to realizing the war objective that exists “ideally” in the human mind, turning it into objective reality — what might be called the “materialization” of the ideal. In war, this “materialization” of the ideal is an extremely arduous process, generally proceeding through two steps: the first step is turning the ideal into action — that is, turning the operational plan in ideal form into concrete combat-operational action. The second step is turning the ideal existence into a real existence — that is, once the operational plan has been put into implementation, avoiding failure in the war, achieving the anticipated victory; only then is the ideal fully turned into reality. This kind of objective reality, transformed through the initiative of war practice, is not the result of spontaneous action, but rather is infused with human will — it is the realization, in the objective, of human subjective purpose. This objectification of subjective purpose is, in essence, a process from the subjective to the objective. It is precisely because this kind of process exists that human beings, through their own purposeful, planned practical activity of war, are able, with the aid of the means of weaponry, to impose their will to violence upon the enemy.

From the above it can be seen that the entire meaning of human conscious initiative in war includes both the initiative of understanding war and the initiative of carrying out war — the two are a unity. People’s correct understanding of war comes from the practice of war (that is, from carrying out war), and, moreover, this is the sole source — apart from this, there is no other source; failing to acknowledge this point is idealism in war. Of course, studying military theory can also help one understand war, but correct military theory is always the scientific summation, by predecessors, of the practice of war of their time, and remains a product of the practice of war; moreover, theory must be combined with the current practice of war before one can seek truth from facts in understanding the current war. One’s own traditional experience and the experience of foreign armies are likewise useful for understanding war; to deny all of this is mistaken. But any experience derives from the actual practice of war of that time and place, and is not produced out of thin air; in treating this experience, one must also combine it with the actual circumstances of the present, in order correctly to understand actual, present-day war. Correctly understanding the great role of war is precisely, and only, for the sake of correctly guiding the carrying-out of war. And in carrying out war, according to changes in the war situation, one must continually deepen, supplement, and revise one’s original understanding of war — this is the fundamental method for guiding the carrying-out of war so as to win more battles and make fewer mistakes. Failing to acknowledge this point is metaphysics in war. From carrying out war to understanding war, and again from understanding war to carrying out war, this cycle repeats, deepening step by step, thereby propelling war continually forward to victory. The initiative of understanding war and the initiative of carrying out war are, in this way, dialectically unified on the foundation of war practice.
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Human conscious initiative in war, although on the surface a subjective mental activity, nevertheless reflects the content of objective reality. It is a specific, historical unity of understanding war and carrying out war, of the subjective and the objective. Within this unity, the practice of war is the foundation; human conscious initiative in war originates from the practice of war, and, in turn, serves the practice of war. Therefore, one must not reduce human conscious initiative in war purely to a subjective, spiritual factor, or to something possessing only a subjective nature. Rather, one ought to see that human conscious initiative in war is expressed not only in the subjective mental activity proceeding from the practice of war, but also in the practical activity of war in which subjective thought is made manifest in the objective. Although these two activity-processes are identical and indivisible — this identity and indivisibility being extremely pronounced in war — in form they are nevertheless distinct. Therefore, human conscious initiative in war possesses both the characteristic of the universality of general cognition, and the characteristic of the direct actuality of practice; to be precise, it is the unity of these two. Only in this way is it possible for human conscious initiative in war to exert an effect and influence upon the activity of war. From this it can be seen that correctly and fully bringing human conscious initiative into play in war does not mean merely exerting effort from the subjective side, but requires effort from both these two aspects — “thought” and “action” — that is, from the unity of understanding war and carrying out war, of the subjective and the objective. On the one hand, one must fully bring into play human subjective (understanding war) initiative in war, so that, on the foundation of war practice, subjective understanding more correctly and more profoundly reflects the objective reality of war and its laws, in order correctly to guide war; on the other hand, one must also fully bring into play the initiative of carrying out war, rationally making use of and creating conditions within the scope permitted by objective conditions, so that they accord with the objective requirements of the laws of war, in order to seize victory in war.

In its nature, human initiative in war is divided into correct and mistaken. Mao Zedong once said: “The thinking of an individual whose ideas do not conform to the objective facts is fanciful and unrealistic; if he acts on this basis, he will fail. We should therefore oppose it.” “Any thinking based on and conforming to objective facts is correct thinking, and any action or measure based on correct thinking is correct action. We must foster this kind of thinking and action.”¹ To make this distinction with respect to human conscious initiative is of great importance for war guidance. In war, not just any exercise of initiative will achieve its anticipated purpose in the practice of war. When strategy and tactics formulated on the basis of mistaken thought are applied to guide
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the practice of war, the war is bound to fail. Only by applying strategy and tactics formulated on the basis of correct thought to guide the practice of war can one achieve victory in war. Therefore, fully bringing human initiative into play in war does not mean bringing into play that mistaken kind of conscious initiative which is divorced from reality, in which the subjective and the objective are split apart, and theory and practice are disconnected — quite the opposite: it means bringing into play a correct conscious initiative that accords with the actual circumstances of war, in which the subjective and the objective are unified, and theory and practice are combined. For the director of a war, fully bringing into play the correct conscious initiative in war means precisely being, as Mao Zedong consistently advocated, “a wise and brave commander” grounded on a fixed objective material foundation, rather than becoming a “reckless fellow who blunders about in confusion,” divorced from objective conditions.



2. The Characteristics of Human Initiative in War

The specificity of war determines that human initiative in war, compared with human initiative in other social practical activities, has distinctive characteristics.

From the standpoint of the initiative of understanding war: First, the director of a war differs from a natural scientist — the object a natural scientist comes to know is nature. Einstein once said that nature is complex, but it harbors no malice — that is to say, nature does not obstruct people’s understanding of it. War is different: it is not the action of a living force upon dead matter, but a social practical activity in which two groups of living forces confront one another. The two sides of a war both harbor mutually hostile “malice” toward each other, making the war situation possess extreme fluidity and uncertainty, obstructing the director of a war’s correct understanding of the true circumstances of war and its laws. Second, the cognitive activity of the director of a war is often carried out on a battlefield filled with the flames of war and thick with the smoke of gunfire; not only is the commander’s own life directly threatened, but whether the commander’s understanding is correct or not bears directly on the life and death of millions upon millions of people and on the survival of classes, nations, and peoples, requiring the greatest possible number of victories and the fewest possible defeats. Therefore, the director of a war cannot, like a natural scientist, in a laboratory, following the requirements of an experiment, carry out his cognitive activity step by step according to typical conditions, and allow for repeated failures. Third, the war situation changes in the blink of an eye; the director of a war must seize every second, requiring the fastest possible speed in carrying out overall cognitive activity. Fourth, the war situation is intricately complex; sometimes, while the director of a war has not yet even clarified the circumstances, the situation forces him to make an immediate decision, throwing himself hastily into battle. These characteristics are determined both by the object of the director of a war’s cognition, and by the objective demands placed on the director of a war correctly to bring conscious initiative into play.

The characteristics possessed by initiative in carrying out war appear still more pronounced. War is a practical activity in which the two belligerent sides stake their very lives; the test of subjective understanding is both cruel and merciless, and extremely swift — it can, within a very short span of time, fully reveal the serious harm brought about by mistaken understanding. Moreover, war is generally carried out under conditions of extreme hardship and extreme fatigue; those taking part in war face the danger of death at every moment, and are constantly in a state of enormous physical exertion. Therefore, the practice of war always possesses cruelty, hardship, and danger. This requires that those taking part in war bring their conscious initiative fully into play to a high degree, carrying forward the revolutionary spirit of “fearing neither hardship nor death,” and bringing their intelligence and wisdom into play, in order to seize victory in war.




II. The Objective Conditions of War Are the Foundation for Bringing Human Initiative into Play

Mao Zedong pointed out: “The stage on which the men who direct a war can perform their valiant, vivid, ably directed and grand military dramas is provided by objective conditions, permitting them to play their parts on such a stage and no other, thereby giving rise to military dramas of enormous variety in content and grand in spectacle.”¹ This makes clear that human conscious initiative in war is not something isolated and abstract; rather, it is a concrete relationship, expressed as the connection between human initiative and the objective conditions of war. Apart from the objective conditions of war, human conscious initiative in war loses its objective foundation and its actuality, becoming a kind of fantasy and blind action. Human conscious initiative in war is not wild, unconstrained thinking and doing whatever one pleases; rather it is a process of real activity carried out under the extremely concrete objective conditions of war. The objective conditions of war are the foundation for bringing human conscious initiative into play in war; they play a constraining role over human conscious initiative in war. To disregard the objective conditions of war and one-sidedly exaggerate human conscious initiative in war is to commit the error of idealism in military affairs.

So-called objective conditions of war refer to the objective material conditions on which war depends to proceed, and which influence and determine the developmental process of war. These objective material conditions mainly include the character of the war of the two belligerent sides, military strength and the economic strength and scientific-technological strength from which it derives, the state of manpower and material resources, and the various natural conditions. These are directly
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expressed as the quantity and quality of the army and weapons and equipment, material provisioning, and such conditions directly affecting military action as transportation, the terrain and weather of the theater of operations, and so on. Below, let us analyze concretely, from only these several aspects — weapons and equipment, material provisioning, the physiological condition of soldiers, and natural conditions — how the objective conditions of war constrain human conscious initiative in war.


1. Weapons and Equipment’s Constraint on Human Initiative

Weapons and equipment are the material means or tools of war. The people active in war are not bare-handed people, but people armed with certain weapons and equipment. Weapons and equipment develop continually along with the development of the productive forces and science and technology of human society. Therefore, the constraint that weapons and equipment place on human initiative in war essentially marks the constraint that the productive forces of society and science and technology place on human initiative in war.

No war can be waged apart from this objective condition of weapons and equipment — even in the age of cold weapons, one could not do without such primitive, crude weapons and equipment as stone implements, wooden clubs, bows and arrows, broadswords, and spears. That our army’s history has been able to defeat an enemy with a superiority of weapons and equipment using an inferiority of weapons and equipment is of course owed to correctly bringing human conscious initiative into play in war, but even under those extremely difficult circumstances, this could not be achieved apart from this objective material condition of “millet plus rifles.” As science and technology have developed, weapons and equipment have grown ever more complex, systematized, and automated, their power ever greater, and bringing human initiative into play in war, so that man and weapons and equipment are better combined, has become all the more important.

In war, weapons and equipment are, in fact, an extension of human physiological organs. Human initiative in understanding war must be realized through the sense organs and the organ of thought. Apart from human sense organs and the organ of thought, people would have no way to arrive at an understanding of the war situation and its laws. In the age of cold weapons, the tools and methods by which people came to know war were relatively simple and backward, with slow speed, thereby limiting people’s exercise of initiative in understanding war. In modern times, large quantities of advanced weapons and equipment are applied to war; people come to understand the war situation not only relying on their own sense organs and organ of thought, but also with the aid of advanced

technical weaponry and equipment, such as reconnaissance satellites, radar, sonar, and night-vision equipment, which have raised the speed and accuracy of cognition. But where there is reconnaissance, there is counter-reconnaissance; every advanced reconnaissance instrument has its limitations, and, coupled with advanced jamming methods and concealment methods for counter-reconnaissance, this in turn restricts people’s understanding of the war situation. This is precisely the constraint weapons and equipment place on human initiative in understanding war. Human initiative in carrying out war is likewise constrained by weapons and equipment. In the age of stone implements and cold weapons, people, relying on crude weapons such as stone implements, wooden clubs, bows and arrows, and broadswords and spears, fought their battles, greatly restricting human initiative in carrying out war. In modern times, people, relying on modernized weapons and equipment, have seen greatly increased lethal and destructive power, and war has developed toward three-dimensionality; fighting capacity has been greatly raised, and human initiative in carrying out war has developed considerably. Therefore, in modern war, if the director of a war merely hopes that human flesh and blood alone can defeat an enemy armed with advanced weapons and equipment, or, as Lin Biao advocated, propagates the idea that “the spiritual atom bomb can defeat the material atom bomb,” this is, as Lenin once criticized, just like “using crowds of men to withstand artillery, using pistols to defend street barricades” — exceedingly “foolish.” Its result, as Engels said in discussing the Crimean War, will necessarily be “the squandering of brilliant courage on wholly disproportionate results.”¹ This is not fully bringing human initiative into play in war, but rather abusing human initiative in war, and will only invite the failure of the war.



2. Material Supply’s Constraint on Human Initiative

In war, the bringing into play of human initiative cannot dispense with the material supply required by human beings and weapons and equipment. Without these most basic objective conditions, war cannot be waged, and there can be no talk of bringing human initiative into play in war. Therefore, whether material supply can satisfy the front-line operational needs directly influences and constrains the bringing of human initiative into play in war. “Before the troops and horses move, the food and fodder go first” is a military maxim that has existed since ancient times. In our People’s Liberation Army’s War of Liberation, “a million-strong army crossing south of the Yangtze” — the vigorous support of the Liberated Areas’ manpower and material resources — was an indispensable and extremely important factor. Imperialist
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wars of aggression cannot withstand the protracted war of people’s revolutionary war; the political factor is of course primary, but the difficulty of material supply is without doubt also an important reason. In campaigns and combat, cases where the participating troops had to be reduced or the scope of the operation narrowed because of difficulty in ammunition and food supply, or where offensive operations had to be halted early in preparation, or where fighting could not be continued because ammunition and food were exhausted, are also not rare in the history of war. In modern war, imperialism and hegemonism stress, in their military thought, surprise attack and quick decision, for many reasons — but the enormous consumption of material and the difficulty of supply cannot but be one important reason. From this one can see how important material supply is for bringing human initiative into play in war. In future war, the consumption of material will increase unprecedentedly, and destructive power will be strong; material supply will have all the more significant meaning for bringing human initiative into play in war.



3. Soldiers’ Physiological Conditions’ Constraint on Human Initiative

The physiological conditions of soldiers mainly refer to a healthy physical condition and a brain with sharp thinking ability. In war, both aspects of human initiative — whether understanding war or carrying out war — must rely on a healthy body and a sound brain, this physiological foundation. In the history of war, during the age of stone implements and cold weapons, because weapons and equipment were cumbersome, the physical condition of soldiers played an important role in war. It was precisely for this reason that the ancient Greeks often worshipped and celebrated, as heroes, military commanders who directed skillfully, possessed a strong physique, and repeatedly distinguished themselves in valiant combat on the battlefield. With the invention of gunpowder, the lethal power of guns, cannons, and ammunition increased, the branches and services of the military increased, and war guidance grew more complex — the role of physical combat correspondingly decreased. But war remains, after all, an activity filled with fatigue and hardship; the physical condition of soldiers, in any war, is the physiological foundation for bringing human initiative into play — this is beyond doubt. In modern war, the branches and services taking part in combat operations are more numerous, the organization of combat operations is more complex, the scale of war is larger, the situation changes more quickly, the task of material supply is heavier, and coordination and organization are more difficult; the uncertainty inherent in war itself becomes even harder to grasp. In sum, modern war appears more cruel, more complex, and more arduous. The tasks of war guidance are extraordinarily complex and unprecedentedly heavy; the degree of mental labor’s tension has greatly increased — without very good physiological conditions, it would be difficult to adapt to a tense, intense, arduous war environment, and it would be difficult to avoid situations of “the heart being willing but the strength insufficient” and

“the strength falling short of the will” — this is precisely the constraint that physiological conditions place on human initiative. This is also precisely the basis, in our understanding, for why we currently stress the rejuvenation of military cadres.



4. Natural Conditions’ Constraint on Human Initiative

Every concrete war is waged under given natural conditions. Zhu De pointed out: “What time and place one fights determines what time and place one wins.”¹ This precisely lays bare the constraint that natural conditions place on human initiative. On this, military strategists have long had an awareness of it, and have attached great importance to it. Sun Tzu’s Art of War, in the “Nine Terrains” chapter, divides terrain conditions into nine types, and puts forward different methods of combat operations for each different terrain condition — this speaks precisely to the constraint that terrain conditions place on human initiative. He also said: “Do not advance uphill against the enemy; do not oppose him when he comes downhill”² — this speaks precisely to the constraint that terrain conditions place on human initiative. In the “Attack by Fire” chapter, Sun Tzu further puts forward: “There are proper times for making attacks with fire, and special days for starting a conflagration. The proper time is when the weather is scorching dry; the special days are when the moon is in the constellations of the Sieve, the Wall, the Wing, or the Cross-bar, for these four are all days of rising wind.”³ And he points out: “When attacking with fire, respond from upwind; do not attack from downwind”⁴ — meaning that, when attacking with fire, one should choose a dry season and a day with wind, and should set the fire while upwind, not attacking from downwind. This speaks precisely to the constraint that weather conditions place on human initiative.

In modern war, naval and air operations are constrained by weather conditions. Aircraft are affected in their combat operations under conditions of poor visibility, such as thick fog or thunderstorms; surface warships are affected in their sailing and combat operations by typhoons, high waves, and thick fog; tanks and motorized units have an extremely great dependency on roads and communications; wireless communications are also restricted by weather conditions; in mountainous, forested areas, the effectiveness of nuclear weapons is greatly reduced, and so on. All of this shows the constraint that natural conditions place on human initiative — it is not that people can do whatever they wish. “Military geography,” “military topography,” and “military
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meteorology” are specialized studies of the laws in these respective areas.

Of course, human initiative in war is not constrained only by objective conditions in the four aspects discussed above; it is also constrained by such objective conditions as the character of the armed forces, the character of the war, and the politics of the state. These are all very important, because, as already discussed above, there is no need to repeat it here. Therefore, we may say that human initiative in war develops along with the development of human society’s history and of war.

Stressing that the objective conditions of war are the foundation for bringing human initiative into play in war, and that they play a constraining role over human initiative in war, does not mean that people should prostrate themselves before the objective conditions of war, believing that if objective material conditions such as weapons and equipment are backward, one cannot win victory in battle. Rather, it means that the bringing into play of human initiative in war cannot be separated from certain objective conditions, and cannot exceed the limits permitted by objective conditions — one must uphold materialist methods of using troops. Only by proceeding from the objective conditions of war can one correctly bring human initiative into play in war. If one exceeds the limits permitted by the objective conditions of war and seeks victory in war, one will inevitably suffer losses in war, or may even lead the war to defeat. Future war will be a highly modernized war; because the enemy possesses abundant economic strength and advanced technological strength, causing his army’s weapons and equipment to reach a level, in both quantity and quality, never before attained — although our army’s weapons and equipment have developed considerably compared with past eras, a considerable gap with the enemy still remains. Our war guidance must attach importance to the objective conditions possessed by both the enemy and ourselves. If we pay no heed to these objective conditions, or know very little about them, and do not build the bringing into play of human initiative in war on the foundation of the objective conditions possessed by both the enemy and ourselves, then this kind of initiative will be blind and unreliable.




III. The Role of Human Initiative in War

The stage on which the director of a war acts must be built upon the foundation of objective material conditions. To uphold this point is precisely to uphold materialism on the question of war. However, whether the drama of war performed on the stage of war, built upon the foundation of given objective material conditions,

is a lively drama, whether it is magnificent and impressive, and how splendid it is, depends on whether human initiative in war is brought into play correctly, and whether it is brought into play fully. Only by acknowledging this point can one uphold dialectics and avoid mechanism on the question of war. That is to say, on the one hand, the objective conditions of war constrain human initiative; on the other hand, human initiative in war is not passive, and has a reciprocal effect on the objective conditions of war — only in this way can one uphold the unity of materialism and dialectics in military affairs. Below, we focus on the reciprocal effect of human initiative in war upon the objective conditions of war.


1. Human Initiative Can Promote the Development of Objective Conditions Favorable to Us, Weakening Objective Conditions Unfavorable to Us

Among the objective conditions of war, there exists a unity of opposites between favorable conditions and unfavorable conditions. Speaking of the two sides, the enemy and ourselves, the enemy’s favorable conditions are our own unfavorable conditions, and vice versa. Speaking of one side in a war, there likewise exist both favorable conditions and unfavorable conditions. In analyzing the objective conditions of the agrarian revolutionary war period, Mao Zedong pointed out: “there are favourable conditions as well as difficulties.”¹ Both aspects exist simultaneously. In war, if only favorable conditions existed, the developmental process of the war would be quite simple. If only unfavorable conditions existed, there would likewise be no way to win victory in war. Precisely because the objective conditions of war are a unity of opposites of favorable conditions and unfavorable conditions, the two opposed sides of this contradiction are not only mutually connected and mutually constraining, but can also, under given conditions, transform into one another. Therefore, the role of human initiative in war is expressed, first of all, in making use of and promoting the development of favorable conditions, weakening and overcoming unfavorable conditions, and, to the greatest degree possible, transforming unfavorable conditions into favorable conditions, in order to win victory in war. During the War of Resistance against Japan, Japan’s military, economic, and political-organizational strength was strong — this was a favorable condition for Japan, and an unfavorable condition for China. But Japan’s war of aggression against China was retrogressive and barbarous, its manpower and material resources were insufficient, and its international position was unfavorable — these were, in turn, Japan’s
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unfavorable conditions, and favorable conditions for China. Viewed from China’s side, China’s military, economic, and political-organizational strength was comparatively weak — this was China’s unfavorable condition, a favorable condition for Japan. However, China was in a progressive era, its war was progressive and just, and it was a populous, great nation, and the majority of countries and peoples in the world also supported China. These, in turn, were favorable conditions for the Chinese people’s War of Resistance against Japan, and unfavorable conditions for Japan. The Chinese people, under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party and Mao Zedong and the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries and military strategists that he represented, fully brought human initiative into play in war, actively developing the favorable conditions China possessed in the War of Resistance against Japan, and overcoming the unfavorable conditions, and ultimately won victory in the War of Resistance against Japan.

In war, whether favorable or unfavorable, conditions are all objectively existent — the key lies in how people understand and treat them. Faced with the same objective condition, the different degrees to which the two belligerent sides bring their initiative into play often produce different results. For example, in the Second World War, during the Soviet Red Army’s storming of Perekop, on the night of April 6, 1944, a heavy snowfall suddenly fell. This unexpected change in weather was, for both belligerent sides in the war, at once an unfavorable condition and a favorable condition — mainly it depended on how the two sides understood and treated this circumstance. The Soviet Red Army observed that, in the section of Hitler’s army’s position where the snow had been cleared before the fortifications, the first line of trenches showed a clean expanse, with only two or three spots of exposed dirt at the front; while the snow before the second and third lines of trenches had been thrown out and left to cover the ground in patches of brown dirt, and, with specially organized aerial photography, it was judged that the first line of trenches held only a few sentries on watch, while the second and third lines of trenches were packed with troops. Moreover, it was discovered that many of the originally exposed targets nearby showed no movement at all, indicating that these were false targets. This precisely and accurately observed the deployment of Hitler’s troops, striking the enemy powerfully and effectively. In fact, Hitler’s army could equally well have made use of this condition of snowfall — for example, they could have first cleared the snow within the first line of trenches and the false positions, creating the illusion that troops were massed there, while leaving the snow before the second and third lines of trenches undisturbed, thereby not only concealing their own defensive deployment, but also achieving the goal of confusing the attacking force. But Hitler’s troops did not make use of this condition, and instead made a mistaken arrangement, causing the disadvantage brought by the snowfall to result in an even greater

disadvantage, giving the attacking side an opportunity to exploit. And if the Soviet Red Army had not been able promptly and correctly to recognize this phenomenon, it too would have lost a favorable opportunity for battle. Similar circumstances have also occurred in Chinese history. According to the Zizhi Tongjian, Volume 284, records the Second Jin-Liao War of the year 945 CE: the Liao army heading south, on May 11, at Yangcheng (near present-day Gaocheng town, southeast of Kaifeng, Henan), suddenly heavily encircled the Jin army, which had hastily retreated to a defensive position. “That evening, a great northeast wind arose, destroying houses and snapping trees,” “by dawn, the wind was even more fierce.” The Liao army, holding the advantage, also “gained the wind’s advantage,” believing the Jin army could not fight against the wind, and ordered cavalry to “dismount on all four sides,” “engaging the Jin army with short weapons,” and “also set fires and raised dust to aid their momentum.” The Jin army, in an inferior position, faced the danger of total annihilation. The broad ranks of Jin soldiers and some generals, at this critical juncture, believed that amid the swirling sand and dust, the Liao army could not clearly discern our true strength — this was precisely an opportunity to counterattack. Thereupon, disregarding the commander Du Wei’s decision to “wait for the wind to slacken somewhat before observing further,” they charged “against the wind into battle,” leaping onto their horses and dashing off, “tens of thousands of cavalry charging sideways against the Khitan,” with “shouts shaking heaven and earth.” Under this unexpected strike by the Jin army, the Liao army, in the chaos, had no time to mount their horses and suffered a great defeat, fleeing in panic. From these two concrete battle examples one can see that any objective condition of war itself contains within it both favorable and unfavorable factors; favorable and unfavorable conditions are always relative, not absolute. Only by correctly bringing human initiative into play in war can one correctly make use of favorable conditions and overcome unfavorable conditions, turning unfavorable conditions into favorable conditions. Any objective condition in war is always given; only people can make use of these conditions. When human initiative is correctly brought into play, unfavorable conditions can be turned into favorable conditions; when human initiative is incorrectly brought into play, favorable conditions too can become unfavorable conditions. Therefore, apart from human initiative, no objective condition can have any effect on war except spontaneously.



2. Human Initiative Can Create New Conditions within the Scope Permitted by the Objective Conditions of War

“The world does not satisfy man, and man resolves, by his actions, to change the world.”¹ This circumstance is especially pronounced in war. The objective conditions people need to win victory in war often cannot, in reality, be “satisfied”;
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the existing objective conditions must be “changed” through human “action” before they can meet the demands of the laws of war. Of course, the bringing into play of human initiative in war must take certain objective conditions as its foundation; yet human initiative, on this foundation and within the scope it permits, can transform and create the objective conditions of war — this is the most prominent role of human initiative in war.

To transform and create the objective conditions of war, one must first correctly understand the various conditions objectively present in the practice of war. Because the objective conditions of war are diverse, including common conditions and special conditions, primary conditions and secondary conditions, favorable conditions and unfavorable conditions, and so on, only by correctly understanding the role possessed by these various different objective conditions, making a comprehensive analysis of them, and distinguishing among the various existing objective conditions, and clarifying their mutual relationships, can one then, according to the requirements of the laws of war and the actual possibilities provided by objective conditions, correctly transform and create the objective conditions of war, in order to seize victory in war.

In war, not only are the ready-made objective conditions always limited, but many objective conditions require human transformation before they can be made use of. For example, people can construct fortifications, reshape terrain, build bridges, set up obstacles, dig tunnels, and so on. And objective conditions such as weapons and equipment are also created by people. In particular, the outbreak of modern war generally has the characteristic of suddenness. In many circumstances, it is not the case that war occurs only once all of war’s objective conditions are fully in place; on the contrary, war often breaks out before the objective conditions of war are fully in place, forcing people to throw themselves immediately into war. Under these circumstances, if one passively waits for all objective conditions to be complete, without actively bringing human initiative into play, creating, according to actual possibility, objective conditions favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, one can only sit and await defeat. Therefore, in the activity of war, “fight when conditions permit, and create conditions to fight when conditions are not complete” is extremely evident.

Human initiative in war, in creating the objective conditions of war, exists in two circumstances: one is that people, relying on existing objective conditions, directly create the favorable objective conditions needed for war. For example, promptly carrying out war mobilization, expanding the army as quickly as possible, organizing armed masses, forming a vast ocean of people’s war; rapidly shifting the peacetime economy into a wartime economy, accelerating the production of weapons and equipment and the collection of food, and mobilizing various means of transport, to promptly replenish and supply the participating units, guaranteeing urgent front-line needs — this is one important condition for victory in war. The second is that people, through the rational organization and use of

existing objective conditions, can change the existing objective conditions. China’s revolutionary war was waged under objective conditions of enemy strong-we weak, but through the role of human initiative in war, local advantageous objective conditions were created, annihilating the enemy piecemeal, gradually altering the comparative strength of the enemy and ourselves, ultimately creating the objective conditions of we strong-enemy weak, achieving victory in war. The example of King Wei of Qi and Tian Ji’s horse race during the Warring States period likewise illustrates this principle. At that time, comparing the objective condition of the horses, both King Wei of Qi’s horses and Tian Ji’s horses were divided into three grades; if racing grade against grade, King Wei’s horses were superior to Tian Ji’s horses, and Tian Ji would certainly lose. But Tian Ji, with Sun Bin’s help, changed his method of organization and use, pitting his own first-grade horse against King Wei’s second-grade horse, his second-grade horse against the enemy’s third-grade horse, and his third-grade horse against the enemy’s first-grade horse, and, as a result, defeated King Wei by a score of three to two. In the Second World War, France and Germany adopted different methods of organization and use for tanks; France dispersedly assigned its tanks to infantry divisions, and they played little role, while Germany concentrated its tanks into tank divisions, which played a very great role in the blitzkrieg offensive. From the two circumstances above, it can also be seen that human active creation of objective conditions in war must take existing objective conditions as its foundation. If one is divorced from this foundation of existing objective conditions, and pursues so-called “creation” as one pleases, one will inevitably slide toward idealism, and the result can only be that reality departs from wishful desire, causing the war to suffer defeat. In actual fact, in the activity of war, people always, on the one hand, make use of and transform existing objective conditions, while, on the other hand, continually creating new objective conditions. Whether making use of or creating, neither can exceed the limits permitted by existing objective conditions, and neither can be separated from human initiative.

Since human initiative in war can, on the foundation of existing objective conditions, create new objective conditions, therefore, before the outbreak of war, or in the activity of war, we must both correctly make use of existing objective conditions, and must not be content with existing objective conditions, but must fully bring human initiative into play, actively and proactively creating still more objective conditions favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy. That kind of thinking which reclines in an armchair of self-comfort upon existing objective conditions (especially weapons and equipment), distorting the correct materialist viewpoint that “what guns you have determines what kind of battle you fight,” turning it into an excuse for a passive attitude, and refusing to create — this inactive thinking is extremely harmful to seizing victory in war. Toward the objective conditions of war, we ought to establish a correct attitude:

first, one must not only see the enemy’s favorable conditions, but must also see the enemy’s unfavorable conditions; not only see our own unfavorable conditions, but must also see our own favorable conditions, establishing confidence that we will surely defeat the enemy in battle. Second, one must see that, through the role of human initiative, objective conditions can undergo change, and therefore one must actively work to change and create objective conditions, gradually making objective conditions favorable to us, unfavorable to the enemy, changing the state of enemy strong-we weak. That kind of thinking which holds that if the objective conditions of war are poor, one cannot win victory in war, disregarding the creation of favorable conditions, or disregarding objective conditions, blundering about wildly and recklessly, should all be guarded against and opposed.



3. Human Initiative Plays the Decisive Role in Turning the Possibility of Victory into Reality

Mao Zedong pointed out: “The outcome of a war is indeed determined by the military, political, economic and natural conditions on both sides. But that is not all; it is also determined by the subjective ability of the two contending sides in directing the war. In trying to win a war, a military strategist cannot overstep the limitations imposed by the material conditions; within these limitations, however, he can and must strive for victory. The stage of action for a military strategist is built upon objective material conditions, but on that stage he can direct the performance of many a drama, full of sound and colour, power and grandeur.”¹ “At this juncture, subjective ability becomes the decisive factor.”² From this exposition of Mao Zedong’s, it can be seen that the objective conditions of war provide only the possibility for the victory or defeat of war; to turn this possibility into reality, the decisive role is played by human initiative. This decisive role is mainly expressed in the following several aspects:

First, under the effect of human initiative, one can make an estimate and correct disposition of the two contrary possibilities that exist simultaneously in war. In the developmental process of war, two contrary possibilities often exist simultaneously: this is the possibility of victory and the possibility of defeat. In war, these two possibilities stand mutually opposed and are continually struggling with each other, and under given conditions they can transform into one another, displaying the complex circumstance whereby sometimes the possibility of victory is greater, and sometimes the possibility of defeat becomes greater. Which possibility ultimately becomes reality depends not only on the strength or weakness of objective conditions, but also on whether human initiative is brought into play correctly or incorrectly. Therefore, under given objective conditions, striving to realize the possibility of victory in war, and excluding the possibility of
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defeat, becomes a contest of initiative between the two hostile sides. Only by arriving at a correct understanding of the two contrary possibilities that exist simultaneously in war, and making a correct estimate and disposition, can one strive for the realization of the possibility of victory turning into reality. Of course, while striving to realize the possibility of victory, fully estimating the danger of the possibility of defeat turning into reality, and actively adopting corresponding measures, is likewise entirely necessary for the director of a war. The practice of war shows that these two possibilities exist simultaneously in the progress of war, and one must never be careless or negligent. The common saying “victory does not make one arrogant, defeat does not make one dispirited” has its cognitive root precisely in this. From this it can be seen that the possibility of victory and the possibility of defeat are two aspects of a single thing — to see only one aspect and prepare only for one is not workable. As Mao Zedong said: “It is absolutely necessary to prepare for the worst, but this is not to give up the good possibility and cause its realization to become a reality.”¹ In the Jinan campaign of our army during the War of Liberation, the Central Military Commission foresaw three possible outcomes for the campaign: first, capturing Jinan while the relief force was still at a distance; second, capturing Jinan when the relief force was near; third, not yet having taken Jinan when the relief force was near. This third circumstance meant that our city-attacking forces would be caught between the defending enemy and the relief force in a pincer, and might even cause the plan to liberate Jinan to fail utterly. The first two circumstances were the possibility of victory, while the third circumstance was the possibility of defeat — both possibilities existed simultaneously. In order to realize the possibility of victory and exclude the possibility of defeat, our army allocated 56 percent of the participating troop strength to striking at relief forces, forcing the enemy’s relief force to fear engagement and delay approaching Jinan, thereby turning the first possibility into reality.

Second, under the effect of human initiative, one can accelerate the process by which the possibility of victory in war turns into reality, and delay or even exclude the process by which the possibility of defeat turns into reality. For war, whether it is the possibility of victory turning into reality, or the possibility of defeat turning into reality, both are a qualitative leap. In the totality of the war, this leap marks the qualitative change in which war transitions into peace. Within the scope of a campaign or combat action, this leap will bring about a fundamental change in the combat situation. But, under any circumstances, this qualitative leap must go through a complex process of contradictory struggle. Through the effect of human initiative, one can accelerate or delay the process by which possibility turns into reality — avoiding the possibility of defeat turning into reality, and striving for the possibility of victory turning into reality. For example, the characteristics of the agrarian revolutionary war determined
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that the possibility of victory in war and the possibility of defeat in war existed simultaneously. Yet, under the correct leadership of the Chinese Red Army and the broad popular masses, guided by Mao Zedong and the correct leadership of the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries and military strategists that he represented, they overcame layer upon layer of difficulties and the disruption of various “Left” and Right mistaken lines, excluded the transformation of the possibility of defeat in war into reality, and promoted and accelerated the transformation of the possibility of victory in war into reality, winning the victory of the agrarian revolutionary war. One can imagine: had Wang Ming’s “Left” mistaken leadership not been excluded, and had that kind of initiative violating the laws of war continued to be brought into play, defeat would certainly have followed.

Third, under the effect of human initiative, one can bring about the transition of abstract possibility into real possibility. The possibility of victory and the possibility of defeat in war, in the process of the development of war, are also divided into abstract possibility and real possibility. So-called abstract possibility of victory and defeat in war refers to the fact that, although the possibility of victory and defeat in war has a certain objective basis in reality, because various necessary objective conditions are not yet mature, the objective basis possessed by the possibility of victory and defeat in war has not yet unfolded, and can only have the possibility of realization in a later stage of development. The real possibility of victory and defeat in war refers to the fact that the objective basis and the various necessary objective conditions possessed by victory and defeat in war are already basically present in reality, so that at the present stage it can already be turned into real possibility. In the early period of the agrarian revolutionary war led by our Party, Mao Zedong correctly pointed out: “A single spark can start a prairie fire,” and made a scientific analysis of this in a special essay. The possibility of “a prairie fire” had an objective basis, but this objective basis had not yet been fully unfolded at that time, and so it was still only an abstract possibility. As a real possibility, because at that time revolutionary strength was still “a single spark,” the enemy’s strength and our own strength were disparate, both the possibility of victory and the possibility of defeat existed — some armed uprisings succeeded, and some armed uprisings failed, and this is proof. It should be pointed out that the abstract possibility of victory and defeat in war, although it is a possibility that cannot, at the present stage, be turned into reality, appears, on the surface, impossible. But this abstract possibility and impossibility are fundamentally different. Abstract possibility, like real possibility, possesses an objective basis for transformation into reality — it is only that the conditions for realizing this transformation are not yet in place, or not yet fully in place. “Impossibility,” by contrast, is something that has no objective basis in reality whatsoever. In observing the abstract possibility and real possibility of victory or defeat in war, one must avoid one-sidedness. If one treats the abstract possibility of victory in war as a real possibility — that is, treats a victory that can possibly be attained in the future as one attainable now — one will, in the practice of war, commit the error of “Left” adventurism. For example, the Wang Ming line and its executors treated the abstract possibility of “a prairie fire” as a real possibility, advocating the seizure of central cities, “striving for the first victory in one or several provinces,” with the result that the revolution suffered great losses. If one treats the real possibility of defeat in war as an abstract possibility — that is, if, under difficult conditions, having fought a few defeats, some setbacks may occur, but one believes that victory cannot possibly be attained in the future either — one will, in the practice of war, commit the error of Right conservatism. This is the cognitive root of all pessimism, flightism, and defeatism in war.

For the abstract possibility of victory and defeat in war to be turned into reality, it must pass through the transition of real possibility. In revolutionary war, the abstract possibility of victory, at first, exists only as a thing lying dormant in an embryonic state; as the progress of the war develops, the objective conditions that determine victory in war continually mature, and the abstract possibility of victory in war will gradually transition toward real possibility. The role of human initiative can promote this transition — that is, create the necessary objective conditions for this transition, so that the abstract possibility of victory in war more quickly develops into real possibility, and then transforms into reality. For example, in the early period of the War of Liberation, there existed for us the possibility of achieving victory in the war; this possibility had a certain objective basis, but because the objective conditions needed to seize victory in the war were not yet fully in place at the start, this possibility of victory still existed as a thing lying dormant in an embryonic state — that is to say, it was still an abstract possibility. After more than two years of war, following the Liaoshen campaign, the comparative strength and situation of the enemy and ourselves underwent a fundamental change, creating conditions and a situation favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, and the abstract possibility of seizing victory in the War of Liberation transformed into a real possibility. However, this real possibility of victory was still only a possibility, not yet turned into reality; only by relying on human initiative in war, through the final decisive battle, could the real possibility of victory in the War of Liberation be turned into reality. Precisely as Mao Zedong said: “The existence of conditions and situations favourable to us and unfavourable to the enemy has not yet caused the enemy’s defeat. These conditions and this situation provide the possibility of deciding the issue, but this in itself is not yet the actuality of victory; there is no victory without a decisive engagement between the two armies.”¹ It is not hard to see: without the effect of human initiative in war, the possibility of victory in war cannot possibly be transformed into reality.

In sum, the process by which the possibility of victory or defeat in war is turned into reality is not
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spontaneous, but conscious. That is to say, this transformation is the result of the conscious, purposeful activity of those waging war. This shows that human initiative in war plays the decisive role in the process by which possibility is turned into reality. In the protracted Chinese revolutionary war, Mao Zedong and the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries, planning strategy with masterful skill, employed troops as if divinely inspired, deftly directing the war and commanding the entire army, staging one vivid, magnificent, impressive drama after another on the historical stage of China’s revolutionary war, turning the victory of China’s revolutionary war from possibility into reality, fully embodying the enormous role of human initiative in war.




IV. Actively Striving for Victory in War within the Limits of Objective Conditions

The objective conditions of war and human initiative are dialectically unified in the practice of war, determining the process and outcome of war. This requires the director of a war, on the one hand, not to exceed the limits permitted by the objective conditions of war in seeking victory in war; on the other hand, one must, within the limits of objective conditions, actively strive for victory in war.

Within the limits of objective conditions, to actively strive for victory in war, one must first follow the objective laws inherent in war itself. Fully bringing human initiative into play in war, correctly understanding the laws of war, and, according to the objective requirements of the laws of war, actively striving for victory in war — therefore, acknowledging the objectivity of the laws of war is by no means to obliterate human initiative in war, but rather is for the purpose of building human initiative on a solid objective foundation, and giving human initiative a firm, correct direction. In war, people, on the basis of a correct understanding of the laws of war, formulate correct strategy and tactics and operational plans, and, according to the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves, through human combat action, arrive at the process of victory in war — this is precisely the process of dialectically unifying following the objective laws of war and bringing human initiative into play. Only by following the objective laws of war can one correctly and more effectively bring human initiative into play in war, causing the development of the war to proceed smoothly in a direction favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, thereby avoiding the consequence of blindly and recklessly acting against the laws of war and thereby suffering the defeat of the war. Therefore, bringing human initiative into play in war, transforming and creating the objective conditions of war, does not mean transforming and creating the objective laws of war. The laws of war can neither be transformed nor created. But laws depend upon conditions. In war, people are not slaves to the laws of war; they can understand and master the laws of war, and, according to the requirements of the laws of war,

create, within the limits of objective conditions, conditions favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, restricting and overcoming conditions unfavorable to us and favorable to the enemy, so that the laws of war develop in a direction favorable to our winning victory in war. Therefore, people’s transformation and creation of the objective conditions of war ought to be, on the basis of following the laws of war, a necessary and rational transformation of existing objective conditions, or the creation of certain new objective conditions, in order to satisfy people’s need to seize victory in war.

Within the limits of objective conditions, to actively strive for victory in war, one must also uphold the dialectical unity of the objective conditions of war and human initiative. One must oppose both the ideological tendency of one-sidedly exaggerating the role of human initiative in war while disregarding the improvement of objective material conditions such as weapons and equipment, and the ideological tendency of one-sidedly stressing the role of objective material conditions such as weapons and equipment while disregarding the role of human initiative. Because our country’s economy is still comparatively backward, our objective material conditions such as weapons and equipment are still in an inferior position compared with those of the hegemonic great powers, and one cannot refuse to acknowledge this gap between us and a strong enemy. But it would also be a losing proposition to remain merely at the level of acknowledging this, believing that, regardless of this gap, so long as human initiative is brought into play in war, one can defeat any powerful enemy. This kind of understanding, which disregards the role of the material conditions of war and one-sidedly stresses the role of human initiative in war, is a “Left” one-sidedness, which entirely severs the dialectical unity between the objective conditions of war and human initiative, and is extremely mistaken. To acknowledge the dialectical unity between the objective conditions of war and human initiative, one must first acknowledge that objective material conditions such as weapons and equipment are the material foundation for bringing human initiative into play. People cannot wage war apart from certain objective material conditions. Napoleon, although a very militarily talented general, in the later period of his military career, because he waged war without regard for objective conditions, ultimately suffered a tragic defeat. The “quick-victory theory” that appeared in the early period of our country’s War of Resistance against Japan had, as its cognitive error, a disregard of the objective fact of enemy strong-we weak. This shows that, without certain objective material conditions as the foundation for human initiative, victory in war cannot be won even with brilliant generals and courageous, fearless soldiers. However, some people often go to the other extreme,

seeing only the role of objective material conditions such as weapons and equipment in war, while disregarding

the role of human initiative. Therefore, when the enemy’s weapons and equipment hold the advantage, they often lack confidence, unable to see the enormous role of human initiative; they often fail to attach importance to strengthening military scientific research, army training, and ideological and political work, in order correctly and fully to bring human initiative into play in war, in addition to their effort to improve weapons and equipment, in order to raise military personnel’s military and political competence, and seize victory in war. This is a Right one-sidedness, and is likewise mistaken. During our country’s War of Resistance against Japan, the “national subjugation theory” that appeared was precisely one that saw only this unfavorable condition of enemy strong-we weak, and failed to see the enormous role of human initiative in war. They did not understand that “weapons are an important factor in war, but not the decisive factor; the decisive factor is people, not things.”¹ This is precisely the cognitive root of this kind of Right pessimism. One ought to see that the objective conditions of war are indeed the foundation for bringing human initiative into play, but human initiative in war is not powerless in the face of objective conditions — rather it has an enormous reciprocal effect. No matter how advanced the objective material conditions of war may be, they can never replace or diminish the role of human initiative; they can only place new, higher demands on the exercise of human initiative. In today’s new era, when science and technology are advancing with each passing day, in order to fight a modern war against a well-trained enemy holding an advantage in weapons and equipment, we must, through every means, work to raise the military and political competence of military personnel, so that they master modern knowledge of war, scientific and cultural knowledge, and modern military scholarship and military technical knowledge. The more comprehensively and profoundly this knowledge is mastered, the more fully human initiative in war can be brought into play, and the greater the possibility of defeating the enemy.

Within the limits of objective conditions, to actively strive for victory in war, one must also achieve the following: with respect to objective conditions, whether the enemy is strong and we are weak, or we are strong and the enemy is weak, one must correctly and fully bring human initiative into play in order to seize victory in war. What is meant here by “correctly” and “fully” — correctness is primary, and fullness is auxiliary. The more fully correct initiative is brought into play, the greater the victory. The more fully mistaken initiative is brought into play, the more tragic the defeat. Without a doubt, under conditions of enemy strong-we weak, only by correctly
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and fully bringing human initiative into play can one seize victory. And when the objective conditions are in a state of we strong-enemy weak, it is likewise still necessary to correctly and fully bring human initiative into play, so that victory can come more quickly. When our army entered the third year of the War of Liberation, it had already grown to 2.8 million men, including a powerful artillery and engineering corps. The enemy’s total troop strength had already fallen to 3.65 million men, of which only 1.74 million could be used for the front line — the ratio of enemy to our troop strength was 1.3 to 1. At the same time, the area and population of the Liberated Areas had also expanded and grown more than before, our rear areas were further consolidated, and agricultural and industrial production had been comprehensively restored and improved. The Nationalist Party, meanwhile, had fallen into a serious crisis, both politically and economically. Under these relatively favorable objective conditions, the Central Military Commission and Mao Zedong resolutely decided to wage a strategic decisive battle with the Nationalist Party, launching the Three Great Campaigns. Before and during the Three Great Campaigns, Mao Zedong held the overall situation firmly in mind, fully bringing his superb military guidance talent into play; the officers and men of the entire army, on each battlefield, also fully brought into play a high degree of enthusiasm and creativity — that is, human initiative — ultimately achieving the decisive victory of the Three Great Campaigns, accelerating the process by which China’s revolutionary war achieved final victory.

In the history of war, there are also battle examples in which, although the real possibility of victory already existed, defeat was suffered because human initiative was not correctly brought into play — such examples are also not rare. For instance, in Chinese military history, the great battles of Chu-Han at Chenggao and Xingyang, of the Xin dynasty at Kunyang, of Yuan Shao and Cao Cao at Guandu, of Wu and Wei at Red Cliffs, and of Qin and Jin at the Fei River, were all cases in which, at the start of the war, the stronger side possessed superiority in troop strength and strategic posture, and the objective conditions for victory were present, but ultimately, because of mistaken subjective guidance on the part of the stronger side, and correct subjective guidance on the part of the weaker side, the stronger side, on the contrary, was defeated by the weaker side.

Actively striving for victory in war within the limits of objective conditions — this is our sharp ideological weapon, under modern conditions, for defeating an enemy with superior equipment using inferior equipment. In the past, our army grew from small to large, from weak to strong, and, with inferior equipment, defeated one powerful enemy after another, both domestic and foreign — this was the result of standing firmly on certain objective conditions of war while fully bringing human initiative into play in war. In the future, we ought all the more fully to bring into play the great role of this ideological weapon that is military dialectics, carrying forward our army’s fine, glorious tradition, strengthening the modernization of national defense construction and modern military scientific research, in order to seize the great victory of a future war of resistance to aggression.







Chapter Seven: The Factors that Determine Victory or Defeat in War

War is a sharp, violent confrontation; the two hostile sides both take preserving themselves and destroying the enemy as their purpose, striving with all their might for the outcome of victory, and avoiding the outcome of defeat. Yet victory or defeat in war has its own inherent objective laws; it is not something that can be achieved simply because one subjectively wishes for victory. Therefore, victory or defeat in war is not abstract or fanciful, but concrete and real. Practice has proven that victory or defeat in war is the result of the interaction of the various mutually opposed factors of the two hostile sides, and moreover, for one side of a war, there also exists a complex dialectical relationship among these various factors.


I. Victory or Defeat in War Is the Result of the Interaction of Many Factors


1. The Factors Determining Victory or Defeat in War Are Interconnected

What, exactly, are the factors that determine victory or defeat in war? Because war is a special kind of social activity, once war breaks out, it bears on the very survival of states, classes, nations, and political groups, who will necessarily throw themselves into the war with all their strength. Therefore, the various factors that compose society, once war breaks out, each exert, in their own different respects, a certain effect on the victory or defeat of the war. In Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War, Mao Zedong once pointed out that victory or defeat in war is determined mainly by five factors: the military, political, economic, and natural conditions of the two belligerent sides, and their subjective ability to guide the war.¹ Later, in On Protracted War, he added two further factors — the character of the war and international support — bringing the total to seven factors.² These are the highest-level factors determining victory or defeat in war, because each of these seven factors, in turn, contains many concrete factors, so that the factors determining victory or defeat in war form a multi-faceted, multi-layered organic whole, mutually combined. Within this whole, the various factors are all mutually connected, mutually interacting, and mutually influencing one another; each, from a different angle, exerts a different degree of direct or indirect effect on victory or defeat in the war. This also shows that victory or defeat in war cannot possibly be the result of a single factor acting alone, but is the result of the mutual interaction of many mutually connected factors. Clausewitz had already recognized this point; he said: “as in the whole, so also in every part, everything is interconnected, and therefore every cause, even the smallest, has its effect on the final outcome of the entire action, however slight that effect may be.”³ Therefore, he stressed that in examining the factors that determine victory or defeat in war, “war must be seen as an organic whole in which no part can be separated — that is, the activity of every part must be gathered up into the whole, and proceed from the concept of the whole.”⁴

Therefore, within the various factors determining victory or defeat in war, any single factor can exert its effect on the victory or defeat of the war only when it is placed within its mutual connection and mutual interaction with the other factors. Conversely, to isolate any single factor from its connection with the other factors would render its effect void, and it would thereby lose any value for the victory or defeat of the war. This is precisely like a human body being an integrated whole; no part of the human body can exist independently, separated from the organic whole. As Hegel well put it: “A hand which is cut off from the body has lost its independent existence — it does not remain as it once was, attached to the body; its flexibility, movement, form, and color are all changed; and it begins to decay — it has lost its wholeness of existence. Only as part of an organism does the hand gain its proper status.”¹ The various factors determining victory or defeat in war are precisely such an indivisible whole; any single factor within it can play its role only in connection with this whole.

Take the political factor: undoubtedly this is an extremely important factor, but if separated from military, economic, natural, and subjective-guidance factors, it can play no role at all in the victory or defeat of the war. A just, revolutionary war may hold the advantage in the political factor, but this advantage is by no means the sole factor that decides victory in war. Only when the political advantage of a just war is combined with such other factors as the military, economic, natural, and subjective-guidance factors, and, on the level of military strength, develops into a true advantage, can victory in war be won. Political advantage alone cannot possibly secure victory in war. Lin Biao once one-sidedly stressed the role of the political factor; what he called “politics” referred to political consciousness — that is, what he called “courage, fearlessness of death.” Political consciousness and courageous spirit are of course extremely important factors for the outcome of a war, but to treat this as the sole factor is plainly a metaphysical viewpoint that seizes on one point while disregarding everything else — one entirely at odds with Mao Zedong’s exposition of the factors of victory and defeat discussed above. Stalin put it well: “It would be a mistake to think that the victory was due only to the bravery of the Red Army — although bravery is of course one of the highly important conditions for victory. But bravery alone is not enough to rout an enemy possessing large well-organized cadres, a large number of guns, aircraft, tanks, and other technical means of war. In order to withstand this kind of blow and then to inflict a well-organized counterblow leading to the enemy’s complete rout, we needed, in addition to matchless bravery, quite a number of things: adequate up-to-date armament, and an adequate quantity of it, adequate and
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well-organized supplies for these forces.”¹ He even said: “What use is it to you if you have no weapons… Do your enemy’s bullets only strike the heads of the unconscious, and not strike the heads of the conscious?”² Lenin pointed out: “if any truth is ‘overdone’ (as Dietzgen the elder put it), if it is exaggerated, if it is carried beyond the limits of its actual applicability, it can be reduced to an absurdity, and under the circumstances is bound to become an absurdity.”³ Lin Biao’s metaphysical view of isolating and stressing the political factor took this very path of understanding, and turned truth into absurdity.

Take again the factor of weapons and equipment: this is of course also an important factor determining victory or defeat in war, but it, too, cannot act alone. First, weapons and equipment must rely on people to grasp and use them; apart from people, weapons and equipment can have no effect at all on victory or defeat in war — this is the connection between weapons and equipment and people. Second, people are divided into classes; different classes and people of different consciousness use weapons and equipment differently — in wars of different character, they play different roles in the victory or defeat of the war. This is the connection between weapons and equipment and political factors. Third, the level of people’s skill in handling weapons and equipment, and their level of scientific and technical knowledge, and whether the organizational structure of the army and methods of combat operations adapt to the objective demands of weapons and equipment — all this constrains the different roles that weapons and equipment can play. This is the connection between weapons and equipment and other military factors and scientific and technological factors. Fourth, the improvement of weapons and equipment and the manufacture of new weapons, and whether operational supplies are sufficient and timely, are also directly related to victory or defeat in the war — this is the connection between weapons and equipment and economic and scientific-technological factors. Fifth, under different natural conditions, weapons and equipment have different effects. For example, a tank moves quickly on flat, open ground, and its effectiveness is greater; conversely, on rugged mountain roads and in forested terrain, it moves slowly, and may even lose its proper role entirely. This, in turn, is the connection between weapons and equipment and natural conditions, and so on. The “national subjugation theory” adherents of China’s War of Resistance against Japan saw only Japanese imperialism’s superiority in weapons and equipment, and thereby lost confidence. They did not understand that the factor of weapons and equipment cannot possibly
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play a role in isolation — only within its mutual connections and mutual interactions with other factors can it form an organic whole, and only then can it play a role in the victory or defeat of the war. Therefore, the role played by any factor determining victory or defeat in war is both absolute and relative. To say it is absolute is because every factor does exert an effect on the victory or defeat of the war. Victory or defeat in war is the result of the joint action of the various factors; disregarding the role of any factor within the whole is unrealistic. To say it is relative is because the role that any single factor plays in the victory or defeat of the war is always conditional and has a limit. That is to say, any factor determining victory or defeat in war is always constrained and influenced by other factors; its role exists precisely within its connection with the other factors, and it is impossible for it to exert an effect on the victory or defeat of the war in isolation. Stalin, in the Soviet Great Patriotic War, once said: “The present war has fully confirmed Lenin’s famous statement that war is a test of a nation’s entire material and spiritual strength. The history of war teaches that only those states can withstand this kind of test that surpass the enemy in economic development and organization, in the experience, skill, and morale of their own armies, and in the firmness and unity of the people throughout the entire war.”¹

From this it can be seen that, in studying the factors determining victory or defeat in war, if one sees only the role of a certain single factor in the victory or defeat of the war, while failing to see the role of the other factors, this is a one-sided viewpoint in military affairs, a metaphysical viewpoint. One of the important reasons why bourgeois military theorists have been unable to scientifically explain the factors that determine victory or defeat in war is precisely that their metaphysical worldview has led them astray. Some of them one-sidedly exaggerate the role of generals in determining victory or defeat in war. The book Japan’s High Command Guidelines and Reference Materials on Generals writes: “Since ancient times, the victory or defeat of an army is decided less by the army itself than by its generals.” “Victory in battle comes from the generals themselves believing they will win; defeat comes from the commander himself being resigned to failure. Therefore, it is the general who renders the final verdict on a war.” According to this view, victory or defeat in war is determined entirely by the subjective will of the general — when the general “believes he will win,” the war is won; when the general “is resigned to failure,” the war is lost. This kind of thinking is not only metaphysical but also subjectively idealist. Others one-sidedly exaggerate the role of the factor of weapons in determining victory or defeat in war. Fuller, in his 1919 book, published in the United States, Tanks in the Great War, 1914–1918, wrote: “Weapons, as long as they are suited to the
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circumstances, constitute 99 percent of victory. Strategy, command, courage, discipline, supply, organization, and all the spiritual and physical factors of war cannot compare with the superiority of weapons. At most these factors constitute only 1 percent of victory.”¹ “Tank supremacy theory,” “air-power supremacy theory,” “nuclear-weapon supremacy theory,” and the like are all one-sided stresses on the role of the weapons factor — this is mechanism in military affairs. Still others one-sidedly stress the role of morale in determining victory or defeat in war. The British Field Marshal Montgomery once said in a speech: “If someone were to ask me: what factor is most conducive to promoting victory? My answer would be: this factor is morale. I believe that in war, morale is the most important, incomparable factor. Without high morale, no matter how perfect the strategy, tactical plans, and all other work, victory cannot be won. High morale is a priceless treasure.”² This isolates and absolutizes this important factor of morale. The one-sided idealist metaphysical views of these bourgeois military theorists, viewed from the opposite side, further show that the factors determining victory or defeat in war cannot be regarded as mutually isolated, entirely unrelated things. Only by viewing the factors that determine victory or defeat in war comprehensively, objectively, and dialectically can one arrive at a scientific conclusion.



2. The Factors Determining Victory or Defeat in War Are Constantly Changing

War is a process of confrontational, contradictory motion; in this process of motion, the various factors that determine victory or defeat in war, and their mutual connections, are not static, but constantly changing. It is precisely because of the motion and change of these factors that the developing trend of the war’s process, and the different outcomes of victory and defeat, are governed and influenced. Therefore, in studying the various factors that determine victory or defeat in war, one must not only see their interconnectedness, but must also see their mutability.

The mutability and the interconnectedness of the factors of victory and defeat in war are unified, indivisible. This is because the mutual connection of the various factors determining victory or defeat in war is always expressed through their mutual interaction; apart from the mutual interaction between the various different factors, their mutual connection could not possibly exist. And the mutual interaction of the various factors determining victory or defeat in war will necessarily give rise to changes in these factors. Therefore, if one examines their interconnectedness apart from the mutability of the factors of victory and defeat in war, treating this connection as an absolutely static, stagnant pool, this in effect denies the mutual interaction between the various factors determining victory or defeat in war, and thereby also denies their very interconnectedness itself. Similarly, if one examines their mutability apart from the interconnectedness of the factors of victory and defeat in war, treating their changes as arbitrary, unregulated changes occurring in mutual isolation from each other, this in effect denies the mutual constraint and mutual influence among the various factors, and this in turn necessarily denies the regularity of the changes of the factors of victory and defeat in war.

The mutability of the various factors determining victory or defeat in war is mainly expressed in the fact that, in the developmental process of the war, the original state of the various factors will undergo quantitative and qualitative changes as the war’s process unfolds. Taking China’s War of Resistance against Japan as an example: on the Chinese side, this was a just, revolutionary war; on the Japanese side, it was a counter-revolutionary, unjust war. In the three stages of the war, Mao Zedong made a scientific analysis of the changes in the factors of victory and defeat. He held that, in the first stage, the enemy held the advantage and we were at a disadvantage. Our disadvantage had two different kinds of change. The first kind was downward: this was the diminution of territory, population, economic strength, military strength, and cultural institutions, and so on. By the end of the first stage, this diminution might reach a fairly considerable degree, especially economically. The second kind of change was upward: this was the experience of war, the progress of the army, political progress, the mobilization of the people, the new direction of cultural development, the appearance of guerrilla warfare, and the increase of international assistance, and so on. In the first stage, what diminished downward was of the old quantity and quality, expressed mainly in quantity. What increased upward was of new quantity and quality, expressed mainly in quality. On the enemy’s side, there were also two kinds of change. The first was downward, expressed in: the death and injury of hundreds of thousands of troops, the consumption of weapons and ammunition, the decline of morale, discontent among the people at home, the shrinking of trade, expenditures exceeding one billion yen, and condemnation by international public opinion, and so on. The second kind of change was upward: namely, the expansion of territory, population, and resources. This upward change on the enemy’s side had a temporary and localized character. In the second stage, Japan would continue to decline, while China would continue to rise. For example: Japan’s military strength and financial resources would be consumed in large amounts by China’s guerrilla warfare, domestic sentiment would grow still more discontented, morale would decline still further, and internationally it would become still more isolated. China, meanwhile, would make further progress politically, militarily, culturally, and in popular mobilization; guerrilla warfare would develop further, and, economically, there would also be some new development relying on small-scale industry and broad agriculture in the interior, and international assistance would gradually increase — the situation would greatly improve. At that time, China would emerge from disadvantage, and Japan would emerge from advantage; first arriving at a state of balance, and then arriving at a state where advantage and disadvantage were reversed; and then China would, on the whole, complete its preparations for the strategic counter-offensive, arriving at the stage of carrying out the counter-offensive and driving the enemy out of the country. This shows that, because the just, revolutionary war promotes the advance of society, and serves the interests of the people, it will necessarily gain the support of the people, the assistance of the peoples of the world and of countries upholding justice, and, in addition to the conditions of being a great power and the correct leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, the role of military, political, economic, natural, and other factors was fully brought into play. It is not hard to imagine: had the War of Resistance against Japan been conducted under the mistaken leadership of Chiang Kai-shek, the various factors would have undergone different changes. As for Japanese imperialism’s counter-revolutionary, unjust war, its nature of opposing the people and dragging society backward inevitably met with the resistance of the people, fell into isolation internationally, and its military, political, and economic factors, and the like, necessarily grew ever weaker, disintegrated, and collapsed. The various factors determining victory or defeat in war each changed in opposite directions, according to the different character of the war and the correctness or incorrectness of subjective guidance.

Every factor determining victory or defeat in war has its own inherent nature; each, in its own different respect, plays a different role in the war. But they must all be transformed into military strength that is direct and real on the battlefield (not only material force, but also spiritual force) — that is, increasing our own military strength, or weakening the enemy’s military strength — before they can exert a decisive effect on the victory or defeat of the war. This is because only through such change can the comparative strength of the enemy and ourselves be altered, so that our own military strength becomes an advantage and the enemy’s military strength becomes a disadvantage, before we can hold a firm assurance of victory.

Because war is a confrontation between two hostile sides, any factor determining victory or defeat in war necessarily possesses, for the two hostile sides, a confrontational character — that is: a factor that plays a decisive role in our own victory is precisely a factor that decides the enemy’s defeat. Conversely, a factor that plays a decisive role in the enemy’s victory is precisely a factor that decides our own defeat. This confrontational nature causes the two hostile sides, in order to make the war develop in a direction favorable to us and unfavorable to the enemy, often to exert their utmost efforts, continually developing the factors that play a decisive role in our own victory, thereby increasing the enemy’s factors of defeat — these two changes are directly proportional to each other. At the same time, they do their utmost to weaken the factors of the enemy’s victory, thereby increasing our own factors of victory — these two changes are inversely proportional to each other. This is precisely the cognitive basis for the operational principle of “cultivating strengths and avoiding weaknesses, avoiding the substantial and striking at the hollow.” This law by which, through the human factor, the factors of victory and defeat in war are made to change, requires that the political party, government, and senior commanders directing the war closely monitor changes in the factors of victory and defeat on both the enemy’s and our own side, attach importance to investigation and research, and, through the role of the factor of subjective guiding ability, improve our own unfavorable factors, diminish the enemy’s favorable factors, and develop the enemy’s unfavorable factors — so as to seize victory in war.

It is not hard to see that, when the various factors determining victory or defeat in war unfold in the process of war, they are both mutually connected and constantly changing; there is change within connection, and connection within change — it is change within connection, and it is connection amid change, thereby reflecting the complexity of the dialectical relationship among the many factors determining victory or defeat in war. To view any of the various factors that determine victory or defeat in war in isolation, statically, and one-sidedly is metaphysical, and will necessarily lead to conclusions that do not accord with the actual circumstances of war.

To concretely illustrate the connections and changes among the various factors that determine victory or defeat in war, let us now elaborate from three different angles: chance factors and constant factors; material factors and spiritual factors; and the human factor and the weapons factor.




II. Chance Factors and Constant Factors

In 1942, in analyzing the various factors determining the fate of the Soviet-German war, Stalin pointed out: “The fate of the war today will not be decided by such a factor of chance as surprise, but by such factors that constantly operate — the firmness of the rear, the morale of the army, the quantity and quality of divisions, the equipment of the army, and the organizational ability of the commanding personnel of the army.”¹ This raises the point that the factors determining victory or defeat in war include chance factors and constant factors.

The so-called chance factors that determine victory or defeat in war are those factors that, in the course of the war, play only a temporary, local role. They affect the process of the war, but bear no necessary causal connection to the outcome of the war. Factors of this kind, Stalin held, include: shifting the economy onto a wartime track ahead of the opponent; having a larger number of troops mobilized and moved into favorable positions first; the suddenness inherent in war; one or two new types of weapons; and so on.

The so-called constant factors are those factors that, in the course of the war, constantly play a role affecting the overall situation of the war. They not only influence the process of the war, but determine its outcome. This generally refers to military, economic, and political factors, and the like. Stalin concretized the constantly operating factors as the five factors given in the citation above.

That the factors determining victory or defeat in war are divided into chance factors and constant factors is not something decided by human subjective will, but rather is determined by the different roles that the various factors play in the victory or defeat of war. Mao Zedong, during the War of Liberation, said: “Chiang Kai-shek’s military superiority is only a temporary phenomenon, only a factor which plays a temporary role; the assistance of U.S. imperialism is also only a temporary factor. Chiang Kai-shek’s war is anti-popular in character, and the alignment of the people’s hearts is a constant factor; and in this respect, the People’s Liberation Army holds the advantage. The revolutionary, just, and patriotic nature of the
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People’s Liberation Army’s war will surely win the support of the whole people. This is the political foundation for defeating Chiang Kai-shek.”¹ From this exposition, it can be seen: First, military strength is a constant factor, because without military strength one cannot constitute a war; and the final outcome of victory or defeat in war is likewise directly decided by the comparative strength of military power. But the relative superiority or inferiority of military strength at the start of a war is mutable. Practice has shown that overall superiority does not mean that every local part holds an advantage, and overall inferiority does not mean that every local part is at a disadvantage. If a side that is overall at a disadvantage is, in its war guidance, skilled at winning victory locally more often than the strong side, through a superior force defeating an inferior force, it will ultimately be able to turn a local advantage into an overall advantage, forcing the opponent to turn advantage into disadvantage, and thereby seize final victory in the war. Therefore, Chiang Kai-shek’s military strength held the advantage only as a temporary, operating factor. Second, American imperialism’s assistance was also mutable. We know that imperialism does not run a losing business. The attitude of its own country’s people, its own country’s economic capacity to render assistance, the state of international political struggle, and the victory or defeat of the war of the side receiving assistance all constrain this kind of assistance. When imperialism senses that there is no profit to be gained, or even that it stands to lose, it will reduce assistance or even halt it altogether. Therefore, it is a contingent, temporarily operating factor. Third, the character of the war is relatively stable. The economic interests of a class determine the political objective of the war, and the political objective of the war determines the character of the war; therefore, the character of the war is the transformed expression of economic factors and political factors. It bears directly on the material interests of the broad popular masses. A just, revolutionary war, being one that defends the interests of the popular masses, will certainly gain the support of the popular masses, arouse their patriotic ardor, and cause them to fight bravely and actively support the war; it will also gain the sympathy and support of peace-loving peoples of the world, thereby causing military strength to continually be strengthened, laying a solid political foundation for victory in the war. An unjust, counter-revolutionary war runs contrary to the interests of the popular masses, and will inevitably meet the opposition of the people, fall into international isolation, and its military strength will necessarily weaken continually, until final defeat. Therefore, the character of the war and the alignment of the popular heart are constantly operating factors. This is the concrete expression of political and economic factors being constant factors.
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It ought to be affirmed that, mainly, it is the constant factors that determine victory or defeat in war. This is because these factors run through the entire course of the war, playing a lasting, overall role. Apart from the existence of these factors, victory or defeat in war would lose its proper basis. Therefore, in order to seize victory in war, the director of a war ought to concentrate the primary attention on studying and making use of the constant factors that determine victory or defeat in war.

War is a broad domain filled with chance factors. Necessity is expressed through chance, and chance factors exist objectively. Through the activity of human beings, these chance factors exert this or that effect on the victory or defeat of the war. For example, in the Second World War, Hitler’s “blitzkrieg” in Europe and Japan’s surprise attack on the United States at Pearl Harbor both won a certain temporary military victory. But this kind of “victory,” relying on chance factors, will still change in form as the constant factors take effect, as the war continues. Mao Zedong pointed out: “That is the difference between the logic of the imperialists and the logic of the people. They are two different kinds of logic: making trouble, failing, making trouble again, failing again… till their doom; that is the logic of the imperialists and all reactionaries the world over in dealing with the people’s cause, and they will never go against this logic. This is a Marxist law. When we say ‘imperialism is ferocious’, we mean that its nature will never change, that the imperialists will never lay down their butcher knives, that they will never become Buddhas, till their doom. Fighting, failure, fighting again, failure again, fighting again… till their victory; that is the logic of the people, and they too will never go against this logic. This is another Marxist law.”¹ This shows that, although the anti-popular war of imperialism and reaction, relying on chance factors, can sometimes even win one or several battles, from the standpoint of essence, from the standpoint of the long view, this kind of victory carries a temporary, local character; the people’s revolutionary war may suffer some setbacks or even temporary defeats, but, owing to the effect of constant factors, will ultimately achieve final victory.

But this by no means says that chance factors have no bearing whatsoever on the victory or defeat of war, that they can be dismissed and treated with indifference. One should know that necessity operates through chance; the director of the war
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ought to make necessary preparations in advance for chance factors that may appear in the war — this is especially important on the local questions of a war, where the role played by certain chance factors is especially pronounced, and requires more thorough thought and serious treatment. For example, at the start of the Soviet-German war, Hitler’s fascist forces launched a surprise attack on the Soviet Union, causing the German army to achieve considerable success militarily, creating a passive situation for the Soviet military. This undeniably expresses the role of the chance factor of suddenness. Of course, this chance factor was able to play such a great role precisely because the Soviet Union had not made full preparations before the war. Practice has proven that this chance factor of surprise attack only affected the process of the war, but could not determine the outcome of the war. In our country’s future war of resistance to aggression, suddenness and other various chance factors may possibly increase considerably, and may have a significant influence on the process of the war — this we must absolutely not neglect, but must plan seriously and make preparations in advance. But any chance factor that is able to influence the process of the war is achieved through the activity of human beings. Without human activity, chance factors would lose their role. Therefore, through human activity, one can likewise eliminate or diminish the unfavorable influence that various chance factors have on the process of the war, or turn a chance factor unfavorable to us into a chance factor favorable to us. It can be seen that chance factors bear no necessary internal connection to the victory or defeat of the war; their role always carries the characteristics of contingency, temporariness, and locality, and cannot determine the final fate of victory or defeat in the war. As early as the fourth century, the Roman military theorist Vegetius said: “Whoever wishes to obtain a favorable outcome should conduct war relying on skill and knowledge, and not on chance.”¹ For modern war, this saying still has practical significance.

Chance factors and constant factors are two mutually opposed aspects. Victory or defeat in war is precisely the result of the joint action of these two aspects. The role of chance factors can quickly manifest itself; the role of constant factors requires a process of gradual adjustment and gradual deepening before it can be manifested. Concretely speaking, economically there is the adjustment of the national economy shifting into wartime, the adjustment of military industry, and the adjustment of army supply and the people’s livelihood. Politically there is the adjustment of
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international relations, the adjustment of domestic policy, and the adjustment of the various forms of struggle. Militarily there is the adjustment of the expansion of the army and various armed forces, the adjustment of the concentration and deployment of troop strength, the adjustment of weapons and equipment, the adjustment of the various forms of combat operations and methods of combat operations, the understanding of the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves, the training and replenishment of the army, and the unfolding of propaganda and disintegration work against the enemy army, and so on. All of these must, along with the development of the war and changes in the circumstances of the enemy and ourselves and in the international situation, be continually adjusted and deepened, in order to adapt to the needs of the war, before one can seize victory in the war. In sum, chance factors constrain the bringing into play of the role of constant factors, displaying the tortuousness of the war’s process; constant factors likewise constrain the bringing into play of the role of chance factors, displaying the necessary developmental tendency of the war. The process of war develops precisely within the unity of opposites of tortuousness and necessity. Therefore, in studying the factors determining victory or defeat in war, on the one hand one must see that constant factors play the leading role in the victory or defeat of the war, and establish firm confidence in seizing victory in the war; on the other hand, one must also attach importance to the role of chance factors, fully recognizing that the road to seizing victory in war is not straight, but tortuous. One must neither lose confidence because of tortuous circumstances that appear in the war, nor become blindly contemptuous of the enemy because of smooth circumstances that appear in the war.



III. Material Factors and Spiritual Factors

Analyzing the nature of the various factors that themselves determine victory or defeat in war, one can generalize them into these two types: material factors and spiritual factors. Therefore, studying the factors determining victory or defeat in war also requires theoretically correctly understanding the position and role of material factors and spiritual factors in war, and their dialectical relationship, so as to fully bring their role into play in the practice of war.

The material factors in war refer to all the objective material conditions relied upon for waging war. This mainly refers to: the weapons and equipment of the two belligerent sides and the economic and technological strength from which they derive; the state of manpower and material resources; natural conditions; and other elements. It is expressed concretely as the quantity and quality of the two belligerent sides’ armies, the quantity and quality of weapons and technical

equipment, the condition of the national economy and its war-mobilization capacity, national defense facilities, and the terrain and weather of the theater of operations, and so on. It is a tangible force that can be expressed in quantity and can be quantitatively analyzed.

The spiritual factors in war refer to all the subjective spiritual conditions in war. They include: the state’s ideology, military theory, war-guidance line, strategic guidelines, level of military scholarship, the political and ideological level of army personnel and the people, level of military training, level of scientific and cultural knowledge, and psychological state, and so on. They are expressed concretely as morale, courage, the spirit of enduring hardship, discipline, military skill, and the ability of subjective guidance, and so on. The morale of an army is an important component of the spiritual factors; it fuses together firm belief in the justness of the war, political consciousness, courageous spirit, and the ability of subjective guidance into a single whole, forming an intangible force that cannot be measured quantitatively. War is precisely the comprehensive contest, waged by the two hostile sides, of tangible material force and intangible spiritual force. Precisely as the bourgeois military theorist Jomini said: “War is indeed a great drama, involving a thousand kinds of spiritual and material factors, all bearing on it — this cannot possibly be resolved by mathematical calculation.”¹

The material factors of war are the objective material foundation for victory or defeat in war. Victory or defeat in war is determined by the comparison of strength, expressed first of all in the comparison of troop strength and weaponry, and strengthening the material foundation of war has extremely important significance in modern war. Today, as the two hegemonic powers madly engage in an arms race, if one neglects the building of the material foundation of war, national security and world peace will be threatened, and, once war breaks out, one will be caught utterly unprepared, bringing enormous disaster to the nation and the people. The task of our country’s national defense modernization has, as its focus, strengthening the material strength of national defense, laying the necessary material foundation for defending against imperialist aggression.

It ought to be pointed out that there is a view that is harmful. Some hold that: did we not, in the past, relying on “millet plus rifles,” defeat Japanese imperialism and Chiang Kai-shek?



① [Switzerland] Jomini, The Art of War, Taiwan Military Translation Society, 1958 ed., p. 3.

This is of course a fact, but if one believes this proves that material factors are of no consequence, that would be wrong. In fact, “millet plus rifles” is itself a material factor; the reason we used “millet plus rifles” to defeat Japanese imperialism and Chiang Kai-shek was not that we did not want advanced weapons and equipment, but that the historical conditions of the time could not but be so. In summing up the experience of the agrarian revolutionary war, Mao Zedong pointed out: “Today we are still in the stage of strategic defense in the civil war, our regime is far from complete in state form, our army is much inferior to the enemy in numbers and technical equipment, and our enemy is doing his best to destroy us. It is these facts that determine our military line — not a general opposition to guerrilla-ism, but frank acceptance of the guerrilla character of the Red Army. Here shame has no place. On the contrary, guerrilla-ism is precisely our characteristic, our advantage, precisely the weapon by which we defeat the enemy. We should get ready to abandon this characteristic, but today we cannot as yet abandon it. Guerrilla-ism will certainly be something to be ashamed of and something that must be discarded in the future, but it is precious and something that must be maintained today.”¹ This was the condition at that time. And precisely within this very same passage, he also pointed out the direction of future development. After the outbreak of the War of Resistance against Japan, he did not just once stress the need to strengthen material factors, saying: “China must work hard to increase her supply of new-type weapons in order to be able, during the stage of the strategic counter-offensive, adequately to carry out the task of a positional offensive.”² “A revolutionized army cannot do without modernization; without strengthening technical conditions, it is impossible to drive the enemy back across the Yalu River.”³ This shows that only by strengthening material factors could China carry out the counter-offensive and defeat Japanese imperialism. After the founding of the state, conditions underwent a fundamental change; building a modernized, regularized revolutionary army, defending the security of the motherland, became the fundamental task of our army. Strengthening material factors became all the more important. Mao Zedong pointed out: “In order to defend the motherland against imperialist invasion, it is no longer adequate to rely on the equipment and tactics with which we fought our past enemies, who were comparatively backward. We



① Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 213. ② Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 468. ③ Selected Works of Mao Zedong, People’s Publishing House, 1966 ed., p. 478.

must have new and adequate equipment and tactics to go with it.”¹ “In order to build modernized defense forces, our army, navy, and air force must all have sufficiently mechanized equipment and facilities — all of this requires complex, specialized technology.”² That kind of view content with “millet plus rifles” errs precisely in disregarding the changed historical conditions and tasks, forgetting the scientific viewpoint that everything is contingent on conditions, place, and time, and thus violates dialectics. If one does not guard against and overcome this metaphysical view, it is extremely disadvantageous to strengthening the building of war’s material foundation and to properly preparing for war.

The role of the material factors in the victory or defeat of war shows a tendency of increasing importance in modern war, and must attract a high degree of attention — one must never treat it lightly. But for victory or defeat in war, material factors alone are not enough; they must also be combined with spiritual factors before they can be fully effective. And on a given material foundation, spiritual factors play a decisive role in seizing victory in war. Therefore, military theorists have always attached great importance to studying the role that spiritual factors play in the victory or defeat of war. In On War, Clausewitz repeatedly criticized the phenomenon in which certain military theorists excessively stressed material factors while neglecting spiritual factors. He pointed out: “To exclude all moral quantities from the theory of war, taking into account material factors alone, is to confine everything within a few mathematical relations of equilibrium and superiority, of time and space, and to consider these factors sufficient. If that were all, then a mathematical formula for the outcome of war would be a work fit for schoolboys.”³

Compared with other social activities, because war is not a living force acting upon dead matter, but a confrontation between two living forces, spiritual factors play a role that is more pronounced and more prominent; they directly influence the rational organization of material factors and the full bringing into play of their role, directly influencing the understanding and application of the laws of war; this inevitably influences the process and outcome of the war. The facts of countless wars have shown this point. In China’s revolutionary war led by the Chinese Communist Party, our army grew from nonexistence to existence, from small to large, and ultimately overthrew the reactionary rule of imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucrat-capitalism, and established the People’s Republic of China. In the process of these twenty-two years, from 1927 to 1949, apart from the last two years, in the twenty years of the long
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years, our army, from the Red Army to the Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies, and then to the People’s Liberation Army, was always inferior to the enemy in material factors, but in spiritual factors always held a superior position: the correctness of the Party’s line, the just character of the war, the support of the popular masses, the advanced nature of military thought, the emphasis placed on studying and applying the laws of war, seeking truth from facts in combat command, internal unity between the army and the people, high morale, courageous and skilled fighting, enduring hardship without complaint, strict discipline, taking the people’s army as the backbone to broadly wage people’s war, and correct policy toward the enemy army — and so on. It was precisely the enormous role of these spiritual factors that enabled us to rationally organize and fully bring into play the role of the material factors we possessed at the time, ultimately turning weak into strong, and defeating the enemy in the end. Under conditions where the material factors of the enemy and ourselves were extremely disparate, if it had not been for reliance on powerful spiritual factors, it would have been unimaginable to transform the comparative strength of the enemy and ourselves.

Let us also cite a negative battle example. In the Second World War, France’s weapons and equipment before the war were no worse than Germany’s, but because its military thought was backward, it clung to the experience of the First World War, over-relied on the Maginot Line, and implemented a passive defensive strategy; in the organization and use of material factors, it also lagged behind Germany, so that it failed to fully bring the proper role of these factors into play, and suffered a swift defeat. Commenting on France’s defeat, the British writer Liddell Hart said: “Although France had many elements of a modernized force, it did not organize these elements together to form a modernized army, because the leadership’s military thought was twenty years behind the times.”

Since the spiritual factors in war play such an important role in the victory or defeat of the war, then, in playing that role, is it unconditional? The answer is no. In war, spiritual factors can only exert an effect on the victory or defeat of the war when combined with material factors. This is because spiritual factors must ultimately be transformed into material force before they can be effective; “of course, the weapon of criticism cannot replace the criticism of weapons,”¹ “violence can only be countered with violence,”² “only weapons can counter weapons.”³ Spiritual factors cannot themselves directly become the force that destroys the enemy’s material force; they must have a material means of destroying the enemy. That is to say, spiritual factors, only when combined with certain material conditions, transformed into material force through the medium of material factors, can exert an effect on the victory or defeat of the war. Practice has proven that war is the comprehensive contest of the material force and spiritual force of the two hostile sides. Spiritual factors, apart from material factors, are empty; material factors, apart from spiritual factors, are dead.

To acknowledge that the spiritual factors in war can only exert an effect on the victory or defeat of the war when combined with material factors does not mean that spiritual factors are entirely determined by material factors. Still less does it mean that whatever material factors one has, one will have corresponding spiritual factors. Of course, the material factors of war exert a decisive and constraining effect on spiritual factors. For example, the military strength, economic strength, and scientific-technological strength of the two belligerent sides, the social system, the state of domestic and international class struggle and its developing trend, and natural conditions, all have a decisive and constraining effect on war guidance and the application of strategy and tactics. And the quality of weapons and equipment, the state of material supply, the smoothness or setbacks of the developing battle situation, the favorability or unfavorability of roads, terrain, and weather, and the like, also have a certain constraining effect on such spiritual factors as troop morale. Not acknowledging this point will lead one to sink into the mire of idealism in military affairs. However, spiritual factors are complex — they are not only decided and constrained by material factors, but there also exist mutually constraining relationships among the various spiritual factors themselves. First is social ideology, in particular the worldview and methodology of philosophy, as well as such factors as national tradition, social custom, level of scientific knowledge, psychology, religion, and morality, all of which have a certain decisive and constraining effect on military thought and military scholarship, and on the understanding and application of the laws of war. Second is the character of the war, which likewise has a decisive effect on troop morale and on the attitude of the army and the people toward the war. Third is whether there is unity between the military and political leadership, between the army and the people, and within the army internally — this too influences the resolve of commanders and troop morale — that is, the military and political competence of the commander, and whether the command is good or poor, directly influences the morale of the troops. It is precisely for this reason that one cannot say that whatever kind of material factors one has, one will have the corresponding kind of spiritual factors — in the history of war, examples of backward weapons and equipment combined with advanced military thought, and of advanced weapons and equipment combined with backward military thought, are not rare. The reason lies precisely in this. In particular, revolutionary classes, at the beginning of waging war against counter-revolutionary classes, are always inferior in material factors, relying mainly on the advantage of spiritual factors, gradually turning the inferiority of material factors into superiority, and ultimately defeating the enemy. It is precisely for this reason that reactionary classes waging unjust wars, although inferior in spiritual factors, can also make use of the superiority of material factors, and the mutual interaction of the various internal factors of spiritual factors — for example, stirring up narrow nationalist sentiment and racial discrimination, using religion to deceive, or spreading rumors that others are invading them, manufacturing pretexts for launching war, and even using suppression to overawe the masses, using enticement and deception to win over hearts and minds, and so on — to achieve the goal of maintaining and raising their army’s morale. Therefore, one cannot hold the view — not in accordance with reality — that reactionary armies always have low morale at all times. However, because reactionary armies have an insurmountable internal and external contradiction arising from the unjust character of their war, this determines that their various methods of maintaining army morale can only play a temporary role, and cannot possibly be long-lasting.

Because spiritual factors play such an important role in the victory or defeat of war, in analyzing the comparative strength of the enemy and ourselves, we must not only take into consideration the role of material factors, but must also take into consideration the role of spiritual factors. In particular, in the preparation and conduct of war, the director of the war must not only pay attention to the increase of his own material factors and consider the destruction of the enemy’s material force, but must also work to strengthen his own spiritual factors, and fully estimate the development and change of the spiritual factors of both the enemy and ourselves over the entire course of the war, so as to consciously adopt various means to disrupt and disintegrate the spiritual force of the enemy, promoting the early realization of the goal of destroying the enemy’s material force. Clausewitz said: “Causing the enemy’s spiritual force to suffer loss is likewise one method of obtaining advantage by destroying the enemy’s material force.”¹ Combining military strikes against the enemy army with political offensive, and treating captives leniently — such policies and guidelines are precisely methods for disrupting and disintegrating the enemy’s spiritual factors. And earnestly studying Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, studying the Party’s line, guidelines, and policies, strengthening the training of the army and of cadres, strengthening military scientific research, strengthening ideological and political work, enforcing strict discipline, enhancing unity, and strengthening the study of the enemy — these are methods for strengthening our own army’s spiritual factors.

In sum, material factors and spiritual factors, in war, are both mutually distinct — they cannot substitute for each other — and mutually complementary and inseparable; the two are closely combined together, playing a comprehensive role in the armed confrontation, and one cannot one-sidedly stress one aspect while denying the other. Clausewitz said: “The role of material force and the role of spiritual force are completely fused together; it is impossible, as in the chemical analysis of an alloy, to separate them out.”² This originally quite clear question was thrown into confusion by the Lin Biao and Jiang Qing counter-revolutionary cliques. Under the pretext of stressing the spiritual factors of war, they said things like: one must “bring the power of thought into play” to replace material force, and even surpass material force. They advocated some kind of “spiritual atom bomb” to fight with. Divorced from material factors, they one-sidedly exaggerated the role of spiritual factors to the point of absoluteness and unconditionality, entirely severing and reversing the internal connection between material factors and spiritual factors — this kind of “voluntarist” viewpoint and method turned truth into fallacy, and in practice severely weakened and undermined our nation’s military construction and war preparations, causing incalculably great losses. It ought especially to be pointed out that, precisely at the time when Lin Biao was most vigorously touting spiritual factors, and most self-satisfied, objectively it was precisely the time when spiritual factors were at their worst, most chaotic, and most degraded — this is something well worth deep reflection. This historical lesson profoundly shows that, in understanding and handling the question of the role of material factors and spiritual factors in war and their mutual relationship, violating dialectical materialism cannot but be punished.



IV. The Human Factor and the Weapons Factor

Analyzing the expressive forms of the various factors that determine victory or defeat in war, they are concentrated and expressed as the human factor and the weapons factor.

Human beings and weapons are the two most basic factors determining victory or defeat in war; they play the most direct role in the victory or defeat of war. Any factor determining victory or defeat in war bears on the victory or defeat of war through these two most basic factors, human beings and weapons.


1. The Human Factor in War

Human beings, as one of the most basic factors determining victory or defeat in war, are both a material factor and a spiritual factor — they are a material factor possessing spiritual factors, a unity of manpower and the human heart. Human beings in war are, first of all, a material factor — this is self-evident. Marx and Engels pointed out: “The first premise of all human history is, of course, the existence of living human individuals. Thus the first fact to be established is the physical organisation of these individuals.”¹ The activity of war is likewise so. Without human beings there is no activity of war. Because the activity of war is more arduous than any other practical human activity, requiring one continuously to march and fight under heavy loads, always prepared to withstand the most extreme difficulties of harsh natural environments and material life, and especially to face the greatest test of life-and-death choice, human beings in war must be a powerful material force.

But human beings are not a pure form of matter. Human beings have thought, have purposes, desires, passion, will, and creative spirit grounded in given economic interests. All of these are a special attribute of human beings existing as material objects, present within human beings themselves. Therefore, human beings, compared with other material factors, possess a distinctive characteristic: humans are a material factor possessing many spiritual factors. Human beings are active in war as a unity of material factor and spiritual factor.

But if one confines oneself to understanding the human factor in war solely in this way, then the “human being” spoken of remains abstract, because this only establishes the embodiment, in war, of the natural attributes inherent to human beings, without profoundly revealing the reality of the human factor — that is, the embodiment, in war, of the social attributes of human beings. In fact, human beings are connected together by way of various social relations; every person exists within given social relations, and every practical activity of humankind is likewise carried out within given social relations. Apart from social connection, there is no real human being, and there is likewise no human practical activity of any kind. War, this special practical activity itself, is precisely an embodiment of social relations, a special expression of a given stage in the development of social relations. As a person in war, when he lives within society, his essence exists within general social relations; and when he throws himself into the process of war, his essence exists within that special social relation that is violent conflict — that is, war relations. Therefore, as the social essence of a person in war, it is expressed not only as the class essence determined by general social relations, but also as the essence of being an instrument of violence for a given class, determined by war relations. The latter is a special expression of the former. The social essence of the person in war is precisely the comprehensive expression of these two.

Only by regarding the person in war as a social person, and seeing the different distinctive characteristics of the expression of their social essence, can one explain why the same person, under different social conditions, in armies of different character and wars of different character, plays completely different roles in the victory or defeat of the war.

In every exploiting-class army, for the great majority of the soldiery, their essence is often expressed as the contradiction between their general social relations (the exploited class) and war relations (becoming the exploiting class’s instrument of violence). They come from the exploited class, and when they are used as the instrument of violence of the exploiting class, this is opposed to their own class interests, and is therefore not conscious, but coerced. In the war they wage for the interests of the exploiting class, they necessarily lack a high degree of enthusiasm and initiative. In particular, once they possess a conscious class awareness, and realize that the war they are waging will bring harm to the interests of their own class, they become unwilling to continue serving the exploiting class,
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acting as its instrument of violence. At that point, the role they play in the victory or defeat of the war will undergo a qualitative change, returning to the ranks of their own class, fighting for the defeat of the exploiting class and the victory of the exploited class. Lenin once cited the words of a Prussian monarch: “If my soldiers knew what we were fighting for, we could not win a single battle.”¹ This is a sharp contradiction that no exploiting-class army can overcome.

Contrary to the armies of the exploiting classes, the armies of the exploited classes have, from the very day they were created, existed as an instrument of violence resisting class exploitation and oppression. This is especially true of the proletariat’s army, which struggles for the thorough liberation of the exploited toiling masses. The class character of the army and the class character of the soldiers are consistent; the purpose of the war and the class interests of the soldiery and the masses are consistent. Because they understand that they are fighting for their own interests, this enables them to display high enthusiasm in war, unyielding will, a spirit of self-sacrifice, and a high degree of initiative and creativity.

The human factor in war does not refer to a single individual or an individual general; rather it refers to the sum total of the military forces of both belligerent sides in the war and the social persons affected by every aspect of the war. The proletariat’s army is a people’s army; the war waged by the proletariat is a people’s war. In the Marxist view, the people’s army and the popular masses are the subject of the war; they are the decisive force for the victory or defeat of the war. Mao Zedong explicitly pointed out: “the army and the people are the foundation of victory.”² “The richest source of power to wage war lies in the masses of the people.”³ This is a vivid, concrete expression of historical materialism on the question of war. In particular, in modern war, the number of people participating in war is ever growing; it is no longer only the army itself, but the entire people of the whole nation; the distinction between front and rear grows ever smaller; many wars are conducted not only between the belligerent states, but affect other countries as well, even forming wars of global scale. Therefore, in examining the human factor in war, one must absolutely not disregard the attitude of the popular masses at home and the alignment of hearts internationally.
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However, this does not deny the role of the individual or of the general in the victory or defeat of the war. Any individual who takes part in the war has a certain influence and effect on the victory or defeat of the war. In particular, since war is organized action under highly centralized, unified command, the victory or defeat of war is directly related to the individual director of the war. The effect of generals on the process and outcome of the war is far more pronounced and prominent than the effect of individuals in other social activities and in ordinary life. However, no matter how brilliant the general, his own role can only be brought into play once it is combined with the army taking part in the war and the broad popular masses; how well or poorly this combination is achieved is directly proportional to the effect he has on the victory or defeat of the war. Apart from this whole, the role of any individual is negligible.



2. The Weapons Factor in War

Weapons are one of the most basic factors among the material factors of war. Using weapons in combat is the primary mark distinguishing war from other forms of struggle.

Speaking of the natural attribute of weapons, weapons are a tool of war. This natural attribute of weapons determines that, in the process of war, they can act upon other objects, act upon the human body and other military facilities, and are able to inflict lethal damage or destruction upon them, while at the same time protecting the human body that uses them from being harmed by the enemy. In the early period of human society, weapons and tools of production were unified together. Their distinction lay not in the weapons and tools of production themselves, but in the process of their use — for example, a knife or an axe, at that time, was both a tool of production and a weapon at once, with no distinction at all between the two. When used to produce, they were tools of production; when used for war, they became weapons. As human society developed, the army became an independent and important component part of state apparatus, and, as the weaponry of the army, weapons separated themselves from tools of production, becoming an independent tool for waging war. Weapons developed into a purely singular tool of war, entirely concentrated on the two functions of destroying the enemy and preserving oneself, continually raising their lethal effectiveness and protective capability. Thus, weapons and tools of production came to be distinguished. Tools of production serve only production; they act only upon nature, embodying the relationship between human beings and nature, used to resolve the contradiction between human beings and nature. Weapons, by contrast, do not serve

production, but serve war; they act not only upon nature, but also upon society. In this way, weapons embody not only the relationship between human beings and nature, but, more importantly, embody a special social relationship between human beings and human beings — namely, war relations — used to resolve contradictions between human beings and human beings. This gives weapons a social attribute. It is precisely for this reason that, ever since the beginning of class society, when people created weapons, they have already objectified the violent will of different classes, nations, states, and political groups upon those weapons. Embodied within them is not only the crystallization of humanity’s wisdom — namely, science and technology — but also the mutual hatred and the intention to destroy the opposing side felt by the two hostile sides. Therefore, the manufacture and use of any weapon is constrained not only by economic, scientific-technological, and natural conditions, but is also constrained by the interests and will of different classes, nations, states, and political groups. This determines that weapons are always a tool of war for a given class, nation, state, or political group. That is to say, whichever class’s hands weapons are held in, they serve that class.

In the process of war, the natural attribute of weapons is unchanging. At any time, under any circumstance, weapons perform the role of a tool of war. Without this role, they would not be weapons at all. But the social attribute that weapons embody is, in turn, mutable. This change also affects their natural attribute. That is to say, weapons, this instrument of violence, exert different effects as they change along with the interests and will of the class, nation, state, and political group they embody.



3. Weapons Are an Important Factor in Victory or Defeat in War, People Are the Decisive Factor

Now let us further examine the internal dialectical unity relationship between the two factors of human beings and weapons.

In war, human beings and other human beings stand in a special social relationship — namely, the relationship of violent confrontation — while weapons are the medium embodying this relationship; human beings and weapons are mutually dependent, mutually interacting, and organically combined into a unity. They must each rely on the other to express their own role. First, only with the aid of weapons can human beings realize their violent will. Conflicts between individuals or groups not wielding weapons can be any

other form of struggle, but decidedly not war. In a certain sense, without weapons, there would be no war, still less any question of victory or defeat in war. Therefore, weapons are a most basic material factor of war, the basic material means by which the human violent will is realized, and are one important factor determining victory or defeat in war. The advancement or backwardness of weapons directly influences the outcome of victory or defeat in war. As Engels said, more perfect weapons defeat less perfect ones. In modern war, the role played by weapons in determining the victory or defeat of the war grows ever greater. Therefore, we ought to attach importance to the position and role of weapons in modern war, working hard to develop weapons that meet the demands of modern war, absolutely “not becoming an idol-worshipper of backward, inferior weapons, like certain masters of the Red Spear Society, using incantations and swallowing charms as protection against bullets — that is useless and harmful.”¹ Second, only with the aid of human use can weapons be transformed from possible tools of war into actual tools of war expressing their role. Apart from human beings there are no weapons, and apart from weapons there are no human beings — neither can exert an effect on the victory or defeat of the war. This internal connection between the two factors of human beings and weapons is determined by their respective natures, and is objectively existent. To artificially split them apart, one-sidedly stressing one aspect while denying the other, is either “weapons-supremacy theory” or “will-supremacy theory.”

Although these two factors, human beings and weapons, both play an important role in the victory or defeat of war, the role they play in the victory or defeat of war is not equivalent. Within the unity of the two factors of human beings and weapons, which factor plays the leading, decisive role in the victory or defeat of war? Mao Zedong pointed out: “Weapons are an important factor in war, but not the decisive factor; it is people, not things, that are decisive.”²

People are the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war. This is because:

Every weapon is made or improved by human beings. Weapons are an artificial object. They differ from natural objects — they do not exist naturally in the natural world, but are created by human beings out of the material resources of nature, according to the needs of human beings’ practice of war.
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They are the product of human practical activity; without this human practical activity, there would be no production of weapons. Even the crudest primitive weapon — stone implements — is not a naturally existing object of nature, but a natural object that has been transformed by human beings. Of course, human beings’ creation or improvement of this or that weapon is not subjectively and arbitrarily decided by human beings, but is decided by these two aspects: the needs of the practice of war, and the level of development of the productive forces of society. That is to say, human beings can create weapons, but weapons cannot create human beings. Therefore, within the unity of these two basic factors that determine victory or defeat in war, human beings play the leading, decisive role. This is the first point.

Every weapon must rely on human beings to use it; without human beings using them, weapons cannot exert their role. Marx once said that in material production activity, “if it is not active in the labour process, machinery is useless. In addition to this, it falls prey to the destructive power of natural processes. Iron rusts and wood rots. Yarn with which we neither weave nor knit is cotton wasted.”¹ Weapons are likewise so. Without human beings using them, they can never realize their own role. It is precisely for this reason that Engels said: “It is people, not guns, that win the victory of battle.” “Guns themselves will not move; they require a brave heart and a strong hand to use them.”² Stalin also said: “Without technical personnel who have mastered technology, technology is a dead thing. In the hands of personnel who have mastered technology, technology can and certainly will create miracles.”³ At the same time, the same weapon, in the hands of people of different technical levels, different scientific and cultural levels, and different political consciousness, exerts a different role. Revolutionary armies, in war, can use backward weapons to defeat the advanced weapons of counter-revolutionary armies, such as using mortars to fire directly at tanks, mortar shells to deliver explosives, bundled grenades to destroy tanks, infantry weapons to strike down aircraft, and small wooden boats to sink warships — these are all facts from our army’s war history, which, although of course we are not satisfied with this, we have indeed won victory in battle relying on this.
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This is to say that human beings can actively use weapons, but weapons cannot actively use human beings. Of course, human beings must use weapons according to their performance — in this sense, it may also be said that weapons make use of human beings, but this is only, according to the weapons’ own performance, a mechanical demand that human beings adapt to them; human beings, by contrast, can, within the limits permitted by the weapons’ performance, flexibly and variously actively use weapons according to their own will and needs — while weapons have neither will nor initiative. Therefore, of the two factors human beings and weapons, in the role they play in the victory or defeat of war, human beings play the leading, decisive role. This is the second point.

The social attribute of weapons changes as the will and interest of the class, nation, state, or political group they embody differ, giving rise to different effects. It can be seen that the social attribute of weapons is determined by the human factor, while weapons cannot determine the social attribute of human beings. This is the third point.

In modern war, humankind has already created large quantities of modernized technical weapons, and advanced technical weapons continually raise their status in war. Therefore, certain bourgeois military theorists, faced with advanced technical weapons, display a considerable sense of weakness and helplessness, treating certain advanced weapons, such as nuclear weapons, with veneration, as if the outcome of future war will be entirely decided by weapons, having nothing whatsoever to do with the millions upon millions of people taking part in the war. For example, Charles Küchler-Reith of the United States, in his book Military Potential, said: “War is fought less by humans than by machines.” “Now, the production of weapons and equipment is advancing at an unprecedented pace. In the manufacture and use of weapons and equipment, having an overwhelming advantage can fully — and even more than fully — offset any deficiency in the number of troops and in military strength, quality-wise — such as morale or the competence of the commanders.”¹ This kind of argument is nothing new; it is nothing but an old tune of “weapons-supremacy theory” played anew. Of course, the practice of war has also compelled certain bourgeois military strategists to, to some degree, be unable to help but acknowledge the decisive role



① Cited in [USSR] Lomov, and others, The Advance of Science and Technology and the Revolution in Military Affairs, Soldiers’ Press, 1982 ed., p. 252.

of people. In fact, in future war, just as in material production, no matter how advanced the machines used, people remain the primary factor in the productive forces — likewise, however advanced weapons may be, no matter how advanced, they only increase human physiological organs manyfold — that is to say, they only increase manyfold humanity’s ability to achieve war action and the war objective. Human beings remain always the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war; therefore, one must constantly raise the quality of human beings. As weapons develop, in future war, the stage of human activity will not shrink but continually expand. In particular, the rapid development in the field of science and technology, and the series of changes in military construction and combat operations brought about by this, open up a broad new world for human activity. This is an undeniable objective fact. This is the fourth point.

The above four points show that the thesis that human beings are the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war is scientific, and is fundamentally different from Lin Biao’s fallacy of the so-called “primacy of the human factor.” That human beings are the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war is established on the foundation of fully affirming that “weapons are an important factor in war”; it embodies the dialectical unity of the two factors of human beings and weapons, and, within this unity, the leading position of the human factor. Therefore, it affirms that human beings are the decisive factor, without denying, and indeed very much attaching importance to, weapons being an important factor in the victory or defeat of war. What Lin Biao called “the primacy of the human factor” speaks only of the human factor, without speaking of the weapons factor, and further one-sidedly exaggerates the role of the human factor, making the human factor into something absolute and unconditional — this embodies the metaphysical thinking that sets human beings and weapons against each other. At the same time, the “people” spoken of in the thesis that human beings are the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war are a unity of material factor and spiritual factor; human beings are a real, objective existence. The “people” of Lin Biao’s so-called “primacy of the human factor” refers only to the spiritual factor — “the primacy of the human factor” is actually a synonym for “the primacy of spirit.” From this it can be seen that the difference between the scientific thesis that human beings are the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war and Lin Biao’s fallacy of “the primacy of the human factor” is not only expressed as the opposition between dialectics and metaphysics, but also as the opposition between materialism and idealism.

At this point, someone might perhaps ask: on the one hand, it is acknowledged that victory or defeat in war is the result of the joint action of many factors, not something decided by a single factor alone; on the other hand, it is stressed that the human factor is the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war — is this not self-contradictory? In fact, this is confusing two different propositions. “Victory or defeat in war is the result of the joint action of many factors” is spoken of with respect to the totality of the many factors determining victory or defeat in war (including military, political, economic, scientific-technological, natural conditions, and so on); to one-sidedly stress that any single one of these factors is decisive is incorrect. “The human factor is the decisive factor in the victory or defeat of war” is spoken of with respect to the expressive form of the many factors — that is, with respect to the respective effects of the human factor and the weapons factor on the victory or defeat of war. To confuse these two propositions of different content is to fail to distinguish them clearly. As an expressive form, the content of the human factor includes within it the mutual connection and mutual interaction of the many factors. Because different classes, nations, states, and political groups are all, at bottom, composed of human beings — this is a political factor. Human beings are all people of different societies determined by different modes of material production — that is, all people constrained by different productive forces and relations of production — this is an economic factor. Human beings are all people of different eras; people of different eras have different levels of scientific and technological knowledge — this is the scientific-technological factor. Human beings are also people living in different natural environments — otherwise why would there be such a thing as being “unaccustomed to the local climate,” causing people from a non-cold climate to suffer large numbers of frostbite casualties when fighting in a cold region? This is the natural-conditions factor. As for the military factor, its core is precisely the army, and people are the primary factor of the army. Therefore we say: the many factors, taken together, are expressed as the human factor and the weapons factor (because here we are speaking of the human factor, we will not analyze the weapons factor). It can be seen that the human factor is not one factor among the many factors of victory or defeat in war, but is one of the concentrated expressive forms of the many factors. The effect that the various interconnected factors have on the victory or defeat of the war is likewise brought into play through the human factor and the weapons factor. Therefore, our conclusion is: studying what the factors that determine victory or defeat in war are requires seeing both that victory or defeat in war is the result of the mutual connection and mutual interaction of many factors, and that these many factors, taken together, are expressed as the human factor and the weapons factor — and, of these two factors, because their respective natures differ, this determines that, within the unity of human beings and weapons, although the weapons factor plays an important role, the human factor plays the leading, decisive role in the victory or defeat of war. This is determined by the objective dialectical nature of war itself.
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