
 

 

MODERN HISTORY 
 
Discuss the reasons why the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) were successful in defeating 
the GMD (Guomindang) in China during the Civil War, 1945-49. 
 
 
A period of immense conflict and hostility commenced in China in 1945; following the close of 
Japanese occupation in the region, which terminated the formal relations between the Nationalist 
Guomindang government (GMD) and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The triumph of the 
Chinese Communists in 1949 is keenly debated in regards to the impact that varying factors played 
in their victory. To an extent the GMD’s poor governance which was compounded by corruption, 
financial mismanagement and deterioration of its military standards aided the CCP; however the 
Chinese Communist Party’s own endeavours to engage with the peasantry through the promotion of 
nationalism and reforms was at the crux of their success.  
 
International intervention in China during the Japanese war came from the United States through 
the provision of loans worth $500 million. Although these funds were intended to fight Japanese 
encroachment, the GMD utilised them to exterminate the CCP; disheartening the population and 
subsequently increasing Communist support.  
 
The initial phase of the Chinese civil war comprised of successful captures of communist controlled 
areas by the GMD, as in March 1947 where the communist capital Yenan was acquired; which 
instilled confidence within the Nationalists. Their 3 million troops had a deceptive numerical gain 
over the Communists, yet this advantage was not exploited through adequate training and 
organisation. As the CCP disengaged from battles which could result in high human expenses, they 
emphasised their leadership’s responsive nature; and also illustrated their development in guerrilla 
tactics which aimed to disrupt communication links between Nationalist strongholds. This ignited 
issues of vulnerability for the GMD soldiers as Chassin (1965) suggests that “the Nationalist soldier 
was easy prey for the clever and impassioned propaganda of the Communists.” Throughout the 
war, almost 2 million CCP prisoners were indoctrinated with communist ideology which effectively 
weakened the Nationalist’s military and indirectly contributed to the eventual triumph of the Chinese 
Communists.  
 
The GMD army was perturbed by poor morale, appalling conditions and corrupt leadership which 
forced the Nationalist soldiers to live with hunger and miserable treatment; harbouring immense 
frustration as the GMD “commanders were more concerned with their own personal interests than 
the welfare of the army.” (Nationalist Recollections, 1950)This environment contributed to the 
eventual defeat of the GMD as journalist Beldon (1989) suggests that “the Nationalist army was 
continually beaten because it had no soul.” Furthermore, since GMD soldiers displayed no 
allegiance and desertions increased; conscription was required, whereby men had to be “yoked 
together like cattle” (foreign journalist) to ensure they could not abscond and join Communist ranks. 
The CCP gained power through the increasing numbers of Nationalist deserters; which substantially 
improved their military position in later battles.  
 
The Chinese Communists were able to sustain morale in the army due to the strong discipline 
instilled within each soldier through the ‘eight principles.’ These rules encouraged responsibility and 
consideration for others as the troops treated civilians with respect and politeness; thus raising the 
level of popular support for the CCP and also unifying the Communist movement. Additionally, this 
also strongly differentiated the Communist army from others as historian Lapwood (1954) suggests 
that “the city had known armies through the past 50 years, but never one like this.” The CCP 
leadership always ensured that the army appreciated the rationale for their sacrifices in the war, 
through political instruction in the form of songs; which kept the communist army dedicated to 
attaining victory in the civil war.  



 

 

The Guomindang’s leader Chiang Kai Shek neglected to recognise the revolutionary potential of the 
Chinese population and as a result he isolated them through his financial mishandling, corruption 
and brutality. The core economic issue in China during the 1940s was “the galloping inflation... 
[which] became completely uncontrollable” (Hsü) and destroyed the population’s lives. The 
government was held accountable for the economic failures including the government deficit which 
had risen by 30 times over the year of 1947; which was demonstrated through 2,500 strikes. To 
rectify the growing problems, the GMD leadership implemented economic reforms including 
expansion of the money supply; however as Fenby suggests, these policies only exacerbated 
China’s problems by increasing inflation. The Nationalists could never rectify China’s economic 
issues due to corruption; wherein officials “took such private bites out of public revenue that nothing 
remained.” (Chassin, 1965) This lost the faith of the Chinese people in the government, and caused 
China’s financial problems to be at the core of the GMD’s failure.  
 
Mao consistently tried to gain the support of the peasantry as he understood that the population 
could assist the communist movement in winning the civil war. Through the promotion of economic 
and political reforms, the CCP aimed to improve the lives of the Chinese in reflection of Sun Yat 
Sen’s principle of people’s livelihood. The Communists took a moderate approach to the 
reorganisation of land; by no longer confiscating property, reducing rent and exempting 20% of the 
poorest Chinese from tax. In October 1948, the Land Reform Law cancelled debt and empowered 
the peasantry by destroying landlord power. Historian Seldon explains how these reforms appealed 
to the population; gaining vital support since “land reform absorbed the attention of all the peasants 
and guaranteed their support for the agent of change-the Red Army.” (Catchpole, 1976) The CCP 
benefitted from civilian support as they gained information on GMD troop movements which 
enhanced CCP intelligence and permitted pre planned responses to GMD attacks which was 
essential to the CCP’s guerrilla style of warfare.  
 
As the CCP grew in strength and numbers from the defecting GMD troops, they organised an 
offensive strategy through which they recaptured Yenan in June and Nanjing in September 1948. 
The Communists employed conventional and larger scale attacks in these instances and this 
approach was critical to their triumph at Manchuria which historian Worthing (2007) indicates was 
“at the heart of the CCP strategy in the civil war.” With the support of 1 million civilians, the Chinese 
Communists led by Lin Biao attacked GMD units with captured weaponry including tanks, machine 
guns and howitzers. This particular loss was as the US General Barr stated, “the beginning of the 
end” for the Nationalists who had lost 470,000 troops due their flawed military plans which had 
aimed beyond the army’s capabilities; reiterating their poor leadership. 
 
In January 1949 the Communists defeated the Nationalists at Huaihai due to the poor direction 
given by the GMD generals which caused the loss of 500,000 troops. This had a significant impact 
on the Nationalist army which as historian Hsü indicates “the heart of the army was destroyed and 
what was left could no longer fight.” The Guomindang military did not resist Communist forces and 
this significantly accelerated the CCP’s victory of the civil war; which concluded in October 1949 
with Mao’s proclamation of the new state of the People’s Republic of China.  
 
The civil war ended in 1949 with the Chinese Communist Party as the victors although this was not 
foreseen. The CCP triumph was heavily contributed to by the inadequacies of the GMD government 
as well as the economic conditions that motivated civil unrest; while their military strategies and the 
peasant support became the predominant grounds for the CCP’s achievement of a communist 
state.  


