(1.5L/D; 1.5S)
Instructional Period 6415

Title: Strategies Pursued by the Weaker Side

Themes: 

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare

3. Challenges of converting military victory into political success

4. Influence of local circumstances

Introduction: Guerrilla warfare, sometimes erroneously identified exclusively with revolutionary warfare, is the military manifestation of a struggle by regular or irregular forces operating from a position of weakness against a stronger internal or external military force. In modern military history, little has been written on the nature of war and the strategy pursued by the weaker side despite many examples of guerrilla warfare throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. Mao Tse-Tung, however, believed that the defeat of a superior enemy by a weaker one is a culminating achievement. Based on his revolutionary experience in the late 1920s and throughout the 1940s, Mao wrote numerous essays on the means by which a weak armed forced led by the Chinese Communist Party could combat superior Guomindang (Kuomintang) and Japanese forces. In one of the most influential essays, “On Protracted War,” Mao expounds on protraction and attrition as the major concepts of his approach and applies these concepts at the strategic level of war in response to his forces’ inferiority in arms, equipment, and training. His theory of war also stresses that a protracted war cannot succeed without the support of the people. Political mobilization is essential in order to create an environment completely hostile to the enemy. Creating the political environment for a “People’s War” would be a primary objective of his party and forces. What also made Mao different from other great military strategists such as Jomini and Clausewitz is that he not only wrote extensively on military strategy but also personally commanded a force practicing his own military thoughts in wars against the forces of the Kuomintang, Japan, the United States, and the USSR. This instructional period examines the basic concepts of Mao’s military thought to understand strategy pursued by a weaker to combat against a superior enemy. The strategy by Mao may be seen as similar to that of Clausewitz, but in reality there are fundamental differences. The student should read and consider it carefully.

Lesson Objective: Assess the basic concepts of Mao’s view on war and strategy and comprehend his theory of how a weak force can defeat a superior force. PJELA: 1a, 1c, 2b, 3a, 3c, 4a. SAE: 2, 4. DC: 1, 3, 6.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Comprehend Mao’s basic ideas on the nature of war, their critical elements, war’s imponderables, and the role of theory and doctrine.

2. Analyze Mao’s approach to war to see the real implications for strategic thought and practical application of military power.

3. Assess the implications of Mao’s view of the relations between politics and war.

4. Understand the broad context of “revolutionary war” and its methods. 

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What are Mao’s most important concepts of war and strategy?

2. What are Mao’s perceptions of the relationship between war and politics? Why does Mao argue that “victory is inseparable from the political aim of war?”

3. Why does Mao argue that the “protracted war” strategy is one of vital approaches to war by a weaker side against a superior foe? What are his specific approaches to this strategy?

4. What does Mao mean by “People’s War”? 

5. What are the differences between Mao’s approach to war and that of Clausewitz?

6. To what extent is Mao’s approach to war still applicable or useful to understand the enemy and to fight the war against terrorism?

7. How do John Shy’s views of “revolutionary war” fit in with the basic ideas of Mao?

Assigned Readings:

1.Tse-Tung, Mao, “On Protracted War: Why a Protracted War,” 1967, pp. 208–211, 215–222, 225–254, 266–267.

2. Zhang, Shu Guang, Mao’s Military Romanticism: China and the Korean War, 1950–1953, Chapter 2, pp. 12–30, 273–276.

3. Shy, John and Thomas W. Collier, “Revolutionary War,” Makers of Modern Strategy, pp. 815–845. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Tse-Tung, Mao, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” Six Essays on Military Affairs, pp. 1–35, 136–94, 340–70.

Avakian, Bob, Mao Tsetung’s Immortal Contributions, pp. 39–81.

Tang, Zongli and Bing Zuo, Maosim and Chinese Culture, Chapters 5 and 7.
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