The panoramic painting “Capturing Jinzhou,” housed in the Liaoshen Campaign Memorial, depicts the thirty-one-hour fierce battle in
Jinzhou during the 1948 Liao-Shen Campaign. (Photo courtesy of the Liaoshen Campaign Memorial)

An Army Rooted in
Large-Scale Combat

Operations

Part 1: The People’s Liberation

Army’s Combat Experience in the
Chinese Civil War, 1946-1949

lan M. Sullivan

to engage with audiences all around the US is an Army that knows very little about our most for-

Army and joint force to discuss the Chinese midable potential adversary. I have seen some improve-
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and how it fights. ment in understanding the PLA’s equipment, forma-
Throughout this eight-year window, the PLA has been tions, and even its approach to warfare, but one thing

O ver the past eight years, I have had the chance ~ considered our pacing threat; yet, what I routinely find
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Learn more about our most formidable potential ad-
versary at the US Army T2COM G-2's “"China Landing
Zone: Learn How China Fights," which can be found on-
line at https://oe.t2com.army.mil/china-landing-zone-

how-china-fights/.

that I rarely see is a deep understanding of the PLA
itself, particularly in terms of its history and the story
of its creation. This often leads to some fundamental
misunderstandings of what the PLA is today and what
it can be in the future.

In the rare cases when Army audiences with whom
Iinteract have thought about the history of the PLA,
it generally begins with a mental picture of a ragtag
guerrilla army who first fought a nationwide insur-
gency against its Nationalist adversaries and then a
wider irregular conflict against the Japanese during
the Second World War. While all have heard of Mao
Zedong, few understand his role in defining the PLA’s
approach to warfare and his firm grasp of strategy that,
in many ways, serves as the underpinnings of the PLA’s
strategic culture today. Outside of Mao, few have heard
of the other key military leaders like Lin Biao, who rev-
olutionized the PLA’ fighting doctrine; or the coterie
of talented and capable field commanders like Chen Yi,
Liu Bocheng, Nie Rongzhen, or Su Yu, who mastered
not only guerrilla warfare but also rapidly learned and
executed a remarkable transition to large-scale com-
bat operations (LSCO), which sealed the fate of Jiang
Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) and the Chinese Nationalists.
Finally, fewer still know about the “Big Three” cam-
paigns that spanned September 1948 and January
1949 and led to the eventual Communist victory and
establishment of the People’s Republic of China on the
Chinese mainland.

CHINESE CIVIL WAR

The three campaigns—the Liaoxi-Shenyang

Campaign (September to November 1948, known

in China as the Liao-Shen Campaign), the Huai-Hai
Campaign (fought between the Huai River and the
Lunghai Railroad from November 1948 to January

1949), and the Ping-Jin Campaign (Beiping [Beijing]

and Tianjin, fought from November 1948 to January
1949)—are as important to the PLA’s development,
operational art, approach warfare, and identity as the

Meuse-Argonne offensive, the Battle of the Bulge, or
even Gettysburg are to the US Army. In fact, Mao
himself referred to Huai-Hai as “China’s Gettysburg,’

while the PLA Academy
of Military Science calls
it the “campaign that won

China?”" This is an arguable
point, and one could easily

make the same case for
the Liao-Shen Campaign.

However, what is shocking

to many Army audiences
is that the PLA fought
these three campaigns

in a five-month period
that were each approxi-
mately the size of the US
Army’s largest campaign
ever fought (the Meuse-
Argonne in terms of per-
sonnel engaged), involved
far more maneuver units
than those engaged during

the Battle of the Bulge, and

whose results were at least
as decisive as Gettysburg.”
This is not the story of a
ragtag guerrilla army but
the story of an army that
rapidly and ruthlessly
mastered LSCO.

It is something of a
miracle that the Chinese
Communists were in a
position at all to conduct
three decisive campaigns
during the fall and win-
ter of 1948-1949. The
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THE LONG MARCH
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The Long March—The Red Army’s grueling, yearlong fighting retreat of twenty-five thousand i (six thousand miles) from October 1934 to
October 1935. (Map courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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Chinese Red Army forces had been engaged nonstop soldiers, the Nationalists surrounded the Communists,
since 1927 in what eventually became a civil war that building concentric rings of blockhouses that com-
was then wrapped into a regional war before expanding  pelled the Red Army to attack fixed positions in ways
into a global war built in increasingly complex layers that ran counter to its guerrilla identity.* Half of the
upon each other, or in the words of S. C. M. Paine, a army was destroyed, while the remainder attempt-
series of “nested wars.? These nested wars provided a ed a desperate breakout to preserve its force. The
shifting geopolitical landscape that Mao was able to Communists retreated for a full year, moving west first
effectively navigate, first to ensure survival and later to  and then north for more than six thousand miles while
secure outright victory. During the first critical phase being pursued by hundreds of thousands of Nationalist
of the civil war, the Communists were able to survive troops.” This was the famous Long March, hailed in
but barely and likely only because they were saved by Communist lore as a great victory and a referendum on
the next layer of conflict. the revolutionary spirit of the Red Army. In reality; it
For example, in the fall of 1934, Nationalist forces was an utter military disaster that should have spelled
were focused on eliminating the two hundred thousand  the end of the Communists as an effective fighting
Red Army members who were defending the critical force. Of the eighty-five thousand soldiers who broke
Jiangxi Soviet in southern China. With one million out of the Jiangxi encirclement, perhaps five thousand
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Mao Zedong poses for a photograph in 1940 during the PLA's
uneasy cooperation with Chinese Nationalist forces to fight the
encroaching Imperial Army of Japan—a period during which he
“"began thinking more broadly, putting together a strategic vision
that was guided by campaign level thinking on the course of along,
protracted war”" (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

made it through the yearlong retreat, which led to the
Communists securing sanctuary in the rough terrain
of Shanxi Province and their key base area at Yanan.®
More than 90 percent of the force was lost on the
march to combat, starvation, illness, or desertion.”
Those who survived did so largely because Jiang
was unable to concentrate his forces to root them
out of Shanxi due to the encroaching threat from the
Japanese. Japan had occupied Manchuria in 1931 and
were preparing to expand their foothold deeper into
China. Japan invaded China proper in 1937, and the
civil war was now suddenly swallowed whole by a re-
gional war, which led to an uneasy cooperation between
the Nationalists and Communists to repel their com-
mon adversary. Four years later, as Japan struck against
the United States and United Kingdom, China’s civil
war became one part of an even broader global war.

CHINESE CIVIL WAR

It was during this time when Mao was engaged in
a battle of survival—first with the Nationalists and
then with the Japanese—that he laid out many of his
ideas on warfare. These precepts were often intended
to bolster morale and set a firm intellectual base for
his revolutionary armed forces. In time, they would
become the initial underpinnings of the PLA’s approach
to warfare. For example, in a missive written in January
1930, Mao presented his concepts for guerrilla warfare
that the Communist forces essentially followed from
the difficult days of the Long March to the even greater
challenges posed by the Japanese. He wrote, “The ene-
my advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass,
the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pur-
sue”® This statement sums up the approach to warfare
that Mao followed as he took operational control of
the Red Army in 1935 and throughout the war with
Japan from 1937 to its conclusion in 1945 at the end of
the Second World War. As time progressed, so too did
Mao’s thinking. While sheltering in Yan'an and then
engaging in a guerrilla conflict against the Japanese,
Mao began thinking more broadly, putting together
a strategic vision that was guided by campaign-level
thinking on the course of a long, protracted war.’

Perhaps his most important thinking was revealed
in his “On Protracted War, a series of lectures given
while operating out of Yan'an in May and June 1938.
In these writings, he deftly presented the problem he
faced: how to prevail in a conflict against a militarily
superior Japan under conditions of disunity within
China and global opinion that was ambivalent toward
the plight of China at best. He compared the advantag-
es and disadvantages that both Japan and China held in
the conflict and concluded that China would prevail."’
He asserted that China could not win in a quick war
but would prevail only in a protracted test of wills."
His analysis of the problem statement was matched
with an approach to waging a protracted war that could
be operationalized by China to secure victory. Namely,
China would wage a three-stage protracted war that
would compel Japan to overextend itself, allowing
China to rely on a broad insurgency designed to attrite
Japanese strength while building up its own capabilities
to eventually launch a counteroffensive that would lead
to final victory.

The first stage covered Japan’s strategic offen-
sive and China’s strategic defense, while the second
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encompassed Japan’s strategic consolidation and
China’s preparation for the counteroffensive. The final
and decisive stage was China’s strategic counteroffen-
sive and Japan’s strategic retreat. In the first phase—
still ongoing during the time of Mao’s writing—Japan
had begun advancing and seizing key areas of China;
particularly, urban areas and critical connecting lines
of communication.” Under these conditions, irreg-
ular operations along interior lines and secure bases
in the countryside would overextend Japanese forces
and open their rear areas to constant harassment. The
Japanese offensive would culminate, and the second
stage would begin under conditions of a stalemate.
Japan would no longer be able to advance but would
instead be focused on holding large swathes of the
country and the connecting lines of communication.
Irregular operations would continue but so too would
mobile and even positional battles in some key areas.
Mao was sanguine here; he recognized that this phase
would be devastating, but if waged effectively, the
correlation of forces eventually would shift in China’s
favor. This would then necessitate the start of the third

CHINESE CIVIL WAR

Imperial Japanese Navy land forces march into occupied Nanking in 1937. (Photo from Mainichi Newspaper, published 11 January 1938,

and final stage, where China would shift to the offen-
sive. It would no longer merely operate on internal lines
but would shift to external lines to reclaim lost territo-
ry and seal the ultimate defeat of the Japanese occu-
pier. While irregular operations would continue, Mao
understood that stage three required a fundamental
shift to mobile, conventional warfare.”® In short, China
would need to rapidly transition from irregular opera-
tions to LSCO to prevail over their adversary. History
often has a cynical sense of humor, as the Communists
largely remained in the second stage, while the
Nationalists and the Western allies moved China
into the final stage and eventual victory over Japan.
However, Mao’s approach proved prescient when one
looks at the course of the Chinese Civil War, which ran
from 1946 to 1949, and his model almost precisely laid
out the type of war that the Communists would fight.
The initial phase of the civil war began on 26 June
1946 and ran through February 1947. It kicked off
when Jiang’s Nationalist forces launched an all-out
offensive against the Communist forces in the quar-
ter of the country that they had liberated during the
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Second World War." Jiang’s forces wielded significant
advantages in numbers and armaments, with many of
his most capable divisions being trained and equipped
by the United States, and others taking advantage of
the significant surplus of US equipment that arrived

in China after the war." The Nationalists had hoped

to drive the Communists out of their base areas and
then use their superior firepower to destroy them. Jiang
envisioned the campaign lasting three to six months."
His concept of operations failed, however, largely due
to a masterful execution of a defensive strategy based
not on holding terrain but on remaining mobile in
broad areas where the Communists retained significant
popular support. Mao noted that to defeat this offen-
sive, it would be necessary to fight a mobile war where
the “abandonment of certain places or cities is not only
unavoidable but also necessary”"” As Nationalist forces
moved to occupy key locations and then pressed into
Communist base areas, the Communist forces re-
mained mobile within the countryside, never giving the
Nationalists a chance to fix and eliminate them. While
mobile, the Communists would find ways to mass their
own forces at times and places of their choosing against
smaller portions of the now-overextended Nationalist
formations, overwhelming them.' The results were
eminently frustrating for the Nationalists who sought
terrain control to press their enemy.

In Mao’s concept of warfare, Nationalist combat
power was the key center of gravity, not terrain. To
endure phase one under his protracted war theory, he
needed to reduce the enemy’s numerical advantages
while also retaining his force’s ability to act. He called
it “the principle of concentrating our forces to wipe out
the enemy forces one by one;” and it slowly and painfully
had an impact.” With their broad strategy floundering,
the Nationalists shifted to a more-focused plan to con-
centrate their forces on two critical areas—Shandong
and Shanxi, which included Mao’s wartime “capital” at
Yan'an.” Jiang’s spring 1947 offensive was the start of
the war’s second phase, and it became his culmination
point, as he deployed the bulk of his best formations
for the task of defeating the Communists in the north-
east and northwest. The Nationalists’ forces retained a
three-to-one advantage and an even more significant
edge in equipment.”’ The Communists again fought
an effective mobile, elastic defense. Although they
lost territory, including Yan'an itself, the Communist

CHINESE CIVIL WAR

Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) launched China's Nationalist forces in
an all-out offensive against Chinese Communist forces from June
1946 to February 1947. (Photo courtesy of the National Museum
of American History)

forces remained largely intact. As the Nationalists’
pincers tried to close in, Mao’s forces again showed a
remarkable ability to survive and counterpunch as the
Nationalist offensive wound down due to overextension
and a decrease in US support. When it finally came,

the Communist counterpunch was a masterstroke and
timed to perfection. First, Mao ordered Liu Bocheng
and Deng Xiaoping, with their newly named Central
Plains Field Army, to surge across the Yellow River and
attack into the Nationalist rear.”” Kicking off on 30 June
1947, Liu and Deng rolled up the Nationalist defenses
and immediately threatened key Nationalist-held ter-
ritory. This was followed with a second offensive on the
Nationalist’s other flank, as Chen Yi brought his forces
to bear. In a month of fighting, the Nationalist offensive
into Shandong stalled, and they were forced back to
tenuously hold static positions in towns and cities, some
of which the Communists were able to capture.” By the
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Inspecting PLA artillery in 1957. (Photo courtesy of Guancha via
“Everyday Life in Mao’s China”)

end of July, the Nationalists had lost eighty thousand
soldiers (casualties, prisoners, and many who simply
changed sides).” The offensive in Shandong tied down
ninety of the 160 brigades that the Nationalists had
deployed. Mao referred to this as the strategy of “wear
and tear; which was designed to draw down the enemy’s
combat strength and exhaust his logistics and troops
before wiping them out.® Suddenly, the Nationalists,
who were now forced to deploy their formations to hold
cities and to protect key lines of communication, had
too few forces available to deploy to what would soon
become the critical theater of the war—Manchuria.”®
Following the summer victories of 1947, Mao
sensed the transition point had arrived. The
Communist forces were renamed to the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA), and for the first time, he pub-
licly stated the goal of the Communist war effort was to
overthrow Jiang and form a democratic coalition gov-
ernment representing the Chinese people.”” This was
areal sea change in terms of the Communist theory
of victory, which previously focused on survival and a
return to negotiations with Jiang.”® By December, Mao
spoke of a “turning point” where the PLA would no
longer be fighting to survive in its base areas but would
instead take the fight directly and decisively to the areas
controlled by the Nationalists.” Fighting in Manchuria
continued even as the Shandong Campaign was raging.

CHINESE CIVIL WAR

Arguably the most important factor was the ability of
the Communist forces to rapidly learn, adapt, and crit-
ically institutionalize and scale a modernization effort
to prepare Lin’s Northeast Democratic United Army to
begin the decisive transition to phase three of the civil
war and of Mao’s protracted war.*

But first, the newly created PLA had to engage in
a rapid transformation across doctrine, organization,
training, materiel, leadership and education, personnel,
and facilities; and an even faster training effort aimed at
preparing the PLA for LSCO. Mao wrote about the need
for the Communist forces to value learning, noting that
“to become both wise and courageous one must acquire
a method, a method to be applied in learning as well

as in applying what has been learned”*'

In preparation
for an eventual transition to LSCO, the Communists
instituted a professional military education effort. By
1945, the Communists had already formed an Artillery
School at Yanan and then a Signals School.** They added
an Engineer School in 1946; and by 1947, Lin formed a
military college, whose mission was specifically aimed at
researching and compiling the information necessary to
affect the transition to LSCO.* The military college also
trained company-level officers and platoon-level leaders
in a seven-month training course. Several Communist
officers had experience, education, and training with the
Soviets, and they rapidly translated Soviet doctrine and
regulations into Chinese and also implemented a system
for staff work necessary to coordinate complex com-
bined-arms operations.* For example, Lin studied at the
Frunze Military Academy in Moscow; as did Liu Yalou,
who was responsible for establishing the staff education
program. Liu even held a Soviet Red Army commission
and fought against the Germans.** Zhu Rui, who was
the PLA artillery expert, studied at what was then the
Mikhail Kalinin Artillery School in Saint Petersburg
and brought his expertise to the PLA’s Yan'an Artillery
School *

The PLA also needed to rapidly acquire and inte-
grate new equipment so it would be capable of waging
high-intensity combat operations. From the end of
the Second World War to mid-1947, the Soviet Union
provided significant support to the PLA. Where the
Nationalists received significant supplies of arms from
the United States (thirty-nine division sets of equip-
ment by 1945 and then another $900 million of war
surplus equipment), the Soviets transferred significant
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Lin Biao (left) and Liu Yalou (Photos courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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tanks and heavier artillery.*
With some Soviet assistance,
the Communists were able to
begin their own indigenous
production of armaments

and munitions. Although the
Soviets stripped Manchuria of
much of its industrial poten-
tial during its own postwar
occupation, some areas, par-
ticularly in the Lushun-Dalian
area, began to restore their
industrial capabilities.*’ By
1948, these plants were pro-
ducing two thousand artillery
shells, five hundred thousand
mortar rounds, 1.5 million
hand grenades, and seventeen
million rounds of small arms

stocks of captured Japanese weapons and equipment; ammunition.*?

however, they did not start reaching the PLA in large Lin, who may have been the PLA’s most intro-
quantities until 1947.%” This included between three spective commander, always looked to learn from his
hundred thousand and seven hundred thousand experiences in battle and introduce rapid changes into
rifles, three thousand heavy machine guns, nearly his force. His early experiences, for example, showed
1,500 artillery pieces, eleven thousand light mortars, that the PLA had little understanding of modern tac-
three thousand trucks, and up to twenty million tics, and when following Mao’s precepts to isolate and

rounds of ammunition.*®
Additionally, the PLA

also turned American
arms it captured on the
battlefield against the
Nationalists. Some whole
units were equipped with
American arms, including
a Special Arms Column in
the PLA’s East China Field
Force that was equipped
in 1947 with captured

US tanks, mechanized
vehicles, and artillery®® As
Lin prepared to initiate
his decisive Manchuria
offensive, the Soviets

also began supplying
better-quality Soviet and

ST

PLA fighters stand in front of their tanks in the aftermath of the Chinese civil war. The PLA's equipment

Czech light arms, as well is a combination of ex-Japanese, Soviet, and Lend-Lease American materiel. (Photo courtesy of World

as captured Japanese War Pictures Post)
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overwhelm an adversary, it generally relied on simplis-

tic frontal assaults. As early as 1947, Lin devised his “Six

Principles of Combat,” which appear to operationalize

Mao’s guidelines. These included

¢ ‘“one point, two flanks,” which focused on attacking
one weak spot, while still operating on both enemy
flanks with secondary assaults;

¢ the “3-3 system,” which focused on tactical
formations;

¢ “four fast and one slow; which called for rapid
assaults but only after preparations that included
developing a thorough understanding of the ene-
my’s position were made;

¢ “three types of situations; three types of combat,
which noted that different types of operations
required different approaches to battle;

¢ “three ferocities,” which told troops to fight, attack,
and pursue a broken enemy fiercely; and

¢  “four teams, one unit, which focused on teams
working in a wedge formation.”

He tried to implement these ideas as the PLA began its

transition from irregular operations to LSCO, and his

first few efforts were disastrous. In February 1947, four

of his divisions, equipped with artillery and armor, iso-

lated a Nationalist brigade but was repulsed with heavy

losses.* In a larger action, he committed one hundred

thousand troops to seize the critical city of Siping,

which had already been fought over twice before. This

also ended in failure, largely due to Nationalist fire-

power that included very effective air support.*

To counter this poor performance, Lin put his en-
tire command through a three-month crash course to
make them more proficient at the types of conventional
military operations that proved so difficult at the Third
Battle of Siping, especially for the types of combined
arms assaults on urban centers that the third phase of
Mao’s transitions would require. Known as the “Big
Training, this effort involved both political education
(about 40 percent of the effort) and practical military
training (the remaining 60 percent).* The political
education/indoctrination effort focused on building
a common cause within the Communist force that
increasingly drew upon a heterogeneous mix of per-
sonnel, including committed Communists who were
apolitical but looking for a better existence and former
Nationalists who changed sides. All were encouraged
to participate in what was termed “Speak Bitterness”

CHINESE CIVIL WAR

meetings, where all discussed how they had suffered
under Nationalist rule.”” But at its heart, the “Big
Training” was about getting ready for high-intensity
LSCO. It covered every echelon within the now-named
Northeast Field Army, from the column (corps) to the
squad and focused on Lin’s six principles. It initially in-
volved group learning efforts, which included lectures,
discussions, and some practical exercises. The effort
soon transitioned to more practical training, largely

on the advice and guidance of Liu, whose own experi-
ences with the Soviets demonstrated that there was a
difference between learning and training.* Liu created
a program that focused on everything from individual
soldier tasks to small-unit exercises. What began with
small and simple tasks increasingly grew in complexi-
ty—up through more complex staff work, liaison, and
integration of combined arms forces, including artillery
and even armor.”

Over the second phase’s final year of the civil war,
Communist forces increasingly went on the offensive.
Lin’s efforts in Manchuria compelled the Nationalists
to move reinforcements into northeast China.” This
opened the door for Nie Rongzhen’s Northwest Field
Army to win an important victory. Nie’s army isolat-
ed and defeated in detail the Nationalist Third Corps
in October 1947, which was lured out of its defensive
positions near the city of Shijiazhuang, a key rail-
way hub supporting much of northern China in the
Hebei Province.”! Nie then turned his attention to
Shijazhuang itself, which was a stoutly defended urban
area defended by a garrison of twenty-four thousand
Nationalist soldiers, replete with trenches, barbed wire,
and fortifications, including six thousand pillboxes and
blockhouses.”> He conducted the first successful PLA
combined arms assault on a fortified urban center,
namely by his deft coordination of artillery, combat
engineers, and infantry. The city fell on 13 November
after about a week’s worth of fighting.

Lin then followed with his series of hammer blows.
In October, he defeated the Nationalist Forty-Ninth
Army and successfully cut the rail lines that connected
the key Nationalist garrison cities with southern China.**
Counting on the cold and severe weather to negate
Nationalist air power, Lin launched an offensive begin-
ning in December 1947 designed to isolate Nationalist
formations inside key urban centers. He was aided great-
ly by Communist intelligence assets who had thoroughly
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Communist troops advance in Manchuria in 1946. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

infiltrated Nationalist headquarters and likely provided
him with the Nationalist plan to defend Manchuria by
controlling key urban centers and the railways connect-
ing them.* This allowed Lin to focus not on the cities but
on controlling the lines of communication that connect-
ed the garrisons through the countryside that the rail
lines traversed. The Nationalists tried to break the im-
passe by launching four corps to meet Lin’s drive toward
the critical bastion of Shenyang. Amid brutal weather
in January 1948, the Nationalist Fifth Corps became
separated from their main element, and in waist-deep
snow, Lin was able to surround and annihilate them. He
kept pressing and captured the cities of Liaoyang and
Anshan, and Manchuria’s only port, Yingkou, which fell
without a fight after the entire garrison defected.® The
Winter Campaign concluded in March when Lin re-
turned once more to Siping. Between 28 February and 8
March, before preparing for an assault, the PLA worked
to eliminate outlying defenses and to invest in the city to
prevent defenders from fleeing along the lines of com-
munication north and south.”” The attack began in the
morning hours of 12 March, and the city had fallen by

the next morning.”®

There are clear threads that connect the first two
phases of the civil war and the contemporary PLA.
The rapid modernization the PLA underwent be-
tween 1945 and 1947 is in many ways similar to the
modernization they began in 2017; it focused not just
on materiel but also on improving its people and its
approach to warfare. We saw the PLA integrate new
stocks of arms and ammunition as well as whole new
classes of weapons such as tanks and heavy artillery
during this time. But it also focused on people, finding
hundreds of thousands of new recruits, oftentimes
including former adversaries, to fill their ranks. The
PLA did not stop with mere numbers, however, as
it worked to improve training and education. The
“Speak Bitterness” campaign was designed to create a
common mindset and instill a common goal. The “Big
Training” worked to improve all levels of training,
from basic soldier skills to staff work at the division
and column levels. This was matched with a change in
doctrine and approach to war, as illustrated by Lin’s
six principles of combat. This entire effort—focusing
on people, materiel, and approach to warfare—was
done in less than a year to transition from irregular

MILITARY REVIEW ONLINE EXCLUSIVE - JUNE 2026



warfare to a force capable of prevailing over the
more numerous, better trained, and better equipped
Nationalists in LSCO. Fast forward to the mid-2010s,
and the PLA was grappling with another transition:
how to build a force capable of engaging in modern,
multidomain warfare. PLA leaders needed to under-
stand how they move their force and overcome key
shortfalls—the “two big gaps” and the “five incapa-
bles”—to build a force capable of fighting and winning
against the US joint force in modern warfare. The
PLA’s current modernization effort in some ways fol-
lowed the blueprint laid out in 1947, a rapid effort to
improve in all three areas. The improvement that we
have seen in the past ten years has been stunning, as
the PLA has transitioned from an obsolete force into
a true peer competitor.” It has not just focused on
introducing new equipment like hypersonic missiles,
highly capable naval platforms, unmanned systems,
and ground-based long-range fires, but it has also
improved their people in terms of better training and
professional military education, new formations, and
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an approach to warfare designed specifically to prevail
against the US joint force.*

As 1947 moved into 1948, the Communists were
poised to fully launch into the third and decisive phase
of the civil war. What would follow would be remark-
able: three massive and completely decisive campaigns
fought in a mere 142 days.*' These three campaigns—
Liao-Shen, Huai-Hai, and Ping-Jin—are stories that
most Americans have never heard. Yet, they demon-
strate how rapidly the PLA was able to transform
under fire, transition from irregular warfare to LSCO,
and fight arguably three of the most decisive campaigns
of the twentieth century. These campaigns laid the
cornerstone of the modern PLA and its own transfor-
mation and modernization efforts. ®

The author wishes to extend special thanks to Dr. Susan
Canedy, My. Charles Raymond, and Dy. Mica Hall, all from
the US Army Transformation and Training Command, for
their thoughtful and thorough edits, and to Mr. Ian Kersey
for his assistance with the graphics.
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