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Interpreting Chiang Kai-shek’s Strategic
Guideline for the Initial Stage of the
Sino-Japanese War in 1937

Chu-shiun Chang*

Abstract

What was to be the most significant strategic guideline for China during the
Sino-Japanese war? There has been a belief that China’s most important strategy during the
Sino-Japanese War was to divert the Japanese army’s Operational Line. Since the
Japanese main force was positioned in northern China, it would have been extremely
disadvantageous to China’s national army if the Japanese army was allowed to attack and
occupy Wuhan from the North along the Pinghan Railway, as this would cut off the supply
line of the national army and force them to engage in a reluctant decisive battle. On the
other hand, it would be advantageous for China to conduct a protracted war if the national
army could have compelled the Japanese army to attack Wuhan from the East along the
Yangtze River, as this would engage them in a frontal war against the national army who
would then lure them to move further inland step by step. However, whether or not there
was actually such a strategic plan has long been a controversial issue due to lack of
historical evidence.

Through an exhaustive exploration and verification of key historical materials, this
paper has confirmed that the Nationalist Government had formulated the strategy as it
moved into Sichuan Province in 1935. In January of 1937, the Nationalist Government
announced an operational plan to launch the Songhu Campaign in August, which
successfully forced the main body of the Japanese army to move southwards to eastern
China. Later in 1938, the Nationalist Government launched the Xuzhou Campaign, which
forced even more Japanese troops to gather up in eastern China. In the final stage of the
Xuzhou Campaign, when the Yellow River banks happened to burst out, causing turbid
flows to hinder the Japanese army from returning to the Pinghan Railway. Consequently,
the Japanese army was forced to change its Operational line and moving its main force
from Eastern to Western to fight the National army along the Yangtze River. At the end,

* Former Vice-president and Commandant of the War College, National Defense University
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the tone of the Sino-Japanese War was turned from a deliberately conducted blitzkrieg
strategy wished by Japan to a protracted war initiated by China.

The accomplishment of this strategic plan, which lasted three years with stages
including concept formation, provision of directions, plan completion, and engagement of
the Songhu and Xuzhou Campaigns, did lay the foundation for China’s hoped-for
protracted war. Chiang Kai-shek believed that, in terms of the overall situation, this
strategic plan was the most significant one in the course of the whole Sino-Japanese War.

Keywords: Chiang Kai-shek, Songhu Campaign, Operational Line, Xuzhou
Campaign, Sino-Japanese War
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