
In the last fifty years, China has made a transition from being a nation seemingly doomed to conquest and exploitation into a nation on the cusp of international influence. China’s new position means the nations of the world are taking stock of China, trying to divine its motives and intentions as they recognize the increasing strategic and economic relevance of the Middle Kingdom to their own affairs. In each case, the underlying question from which all other questions spring is this: will China be a friend or foe? The answer to this question will be one of if not the most important geopolitical issue of the coming half century and beyond. Two of the chief facets of this question are those of the state of China’s military now and in the future. Information in regards to these points can help form a picture of what the answer to the question of friend or foe will be for each nation concerned.

A paper of this nature does require some qualification. Any paper on China that involves research and the necessary need for details about the internal workings of China is subject to the lack of transparency in what foreigners are allowed to observe. Thus, it is sometimes difficult and often impossible to make accurate predictions or portrayals of Chinese institutions, strategies and agendas. It is in this spirit that I present the findings of my research and support any conjectures that I make. 

To understand the PLA and Chinese military strategy, one must first be familiar with some of the larger points of China’s history. Many Westerners, especially Americans, do not have a real sense of what China was in centuries past. China has known civilization longer than most parts of the globe, and over time has developed an intricate culture that has contributed much to the world. China was sending out fleets of exploration far earlier than any European nation, but for whatever reason chose to turn inward. This led to the misperception among many westerners in the 18th and 19th century (and to some degree today), that China was a land of backward barbarians. In this spirit, China was divided into spheres of influence by the colonial European powers and subsequently exploited with prejudice. One good example of this being the disputes between England and China that led to the opium wars. In the 20th century alone, Russia, Japan and the United States among others have been in various degrees of tension with China. In the 1930s and 40s the Japanese subjected China to terrible treatment best, exemplified by the so-called Rape of Nanking in 1937 which resulted in more than 300,000 dead Chinese at estimate and upwards of 20,000 rapes in a matter of weeks. China has attacked several of its neighbors in this period including Vietnam. 

There are two important point to take form all this. First, is that the Chinese feel that they have been insulted and abused on a grand scale by the West and even some Asian neighbors, namely Japan. Second, such treatment has led to some degree of xenophobia on the part of the Chinese. The question that arises from this and is of crucial importance to this paper’s subject is; how much will this mentality affect China’s foreign policy with the West and its closer neighbors in the coming age? I propose that these factors are significant in predicting how China will develop in the next century.

As for military concerns, historical contextualization is important as well. China has always depended on its two primary assets as protection against invaders: the vast size and difficult terrain that comprises its territory, and its large population. It was these two factors that fed into the formulation of the People’s War Plan. This was and to some extent still is the chief strategy of the Communist Chinese state, stemming from the tactics used by Mao in the wars against Japan and Nationalist Chinese. More specifically, it was a defense pushed to the forefront in the 1960s as a strategy to use against a feared Soviet invasion. The idea was to mobilize the populace of China into a fighting force that would lure enemies deep within Chinese territory, slowly bleeding them with guerrilla tactics and eventually enveloping and destroying them. This is not a cheap way to win a war; in the process of luring the enemy deep into China, invaders were able to do damage deep inside China. Never the less, this way of fighting was the most effective method for dealing with invaders for centuries (Ji p.2).

 However, warfare has changed radically in the 20th century with the advent of air power, ballistic missiles and other means of long-range power projection. With these changes, the People’s War Strategy has become obsolete because wars are no longer fought in the ways it addresses. In reality, faith in this strategy has been waning for several decades due to several factors: Mao’s death, the end of the influence of his social revolution and the lack of a clear and direct threat from any greater power. Many suggest that the Gulf War of 1991 acted as revelation that illustrated to the Chinese just how ill suited they were to fight a war against the upper-echelon of world powers. These changes and events allowed Chinese strategist some room to explore new possibilities such as projection of power beyond China’s boarders, the future relevance of offshore resources and products of various revolutions in technology (Karmel pp. 24-25). Indeed, in 1979 then premier Deng Xiaopeng emphasized the need for China to prepare to fight a modern war (Ji p.2). However, or several crucial reasons, it is not as simple as the Chinese general staff and government deciding to “modernize” the Chinese military.


The first obstacle to fully committing to prepare for a twenty-first century war is political consideration. Solomon Karmel perhaps best elucidates this point with brevity; “People’s War is dead, and “People’s War under Modern Conditions” is an essentially misleading and meaningless appellation…”. The whole idea of People’s War under Modern Conditions was formulated as an attempt to move forward with military modernization while appearing to hold on to the communistic philosophy that underlies the People’s War. This notion is that the key to success in such an engagement would be derived from the sheer will of the people as supplied by their superior political ideology. It also maintains the appearance that the army acts as extension of the Party and its guiding ideology (Karmel pp.23-25). As with the whole of Chinese politics, a communist façade is maintained for the sake of the government’s legitimacy, while liberalization and modernization quietly and surely takes place.


The second and probably more significant group of obstacles are the economic considerations and limits that force constraints on the PLA’s efforts. Since 1989, the military budget has grown on average 12% a year, which would double the budget by 2007. The military has also been successful in getting rid of obsolete equipment and thus cutting vast maintenance budgets. Other fundraising methods include converting military factories to civilian ones, leasing military airfields and ports to civilian clients, and exporting conventional arms (Ji p.26). However, the military must compete with China’s push towards economic development to sustain these trends and fund their new endeavors. China’s military buildup is funded in large parts by this development, which in some ways makes modernization vulnerable. One could argue that China’s military cannot hope to continue to receive the amount of wealth it has at the same rate of growth indefinitely. A collapse in the world economy, fluctuations in domestic political support for various modernization measures or some other unforeseen circumstance could easily put movement on a slower track.


In any case, some argue that China has demonstrated that it considers economic development to take precedence over military advancement. China has dedicated itself to creating a premier economy before a premier military, deeming the former more important to China’s progress.  This is not to say that they wish to abandon modernization, simply that they have set priorities. Despite quickly increasing military budgets, the government has subordinated some PLA budgetary request for the sake of economic development. In the long run this may be just as well for the PLA, as has been stated before, in that economic development is what brings in the money for the military in the first place (Wortzel p. 10)

Throughout the 1980’s, a unique set of circumstances allowed the Chinese to pursue modernization on a limited level, primarily the fact that the immediate threat of the Soviets invading was lifted. This meant that China could move a good portion of its military budget away from financing the manufacture and maintenance of obsolete equipment and instead devote it to research and development of modern weaponry.  Premier Deng set out several means toward the end of modernization. Research and Development of advanced weaponry was set out as one of the main goals. An emphasis was placed on developing an army comprised of professional soldiers, particularly the officer corps. However, due to political considerations, Deng could not wholly abandon the People’s War. He committed to a strategy of developing active defense outside of China’s boarders while maintaining the withering aspects of the People’s War as a fallback. With two strategies in conflict, efforts to modernize in the 1980s were hampered (Ji pp.2-5).

The calls for modernization were amplified by the U.S. actions in the Gulf against Iraq in 1991. Although the Chinese military semi-publicly tended to insist that the U.S. was only able to win so handily due to the location of the war and nature of the opponent, it is fairly common knowledge that they were shocked to see the capabilities of the U.S. military. Dr. You Ji insists that there was a sustained campaign to study Desert Storm and its ramifications on the part of the PLA. Their conclusions were the following: Electronic Warfare is decisive to the result of an entire war; High-tech weaponry is the key to the victory of future wars; air power is crucial to modern wars. These findings seem to boil down the motivation for China’s military development in the 1990s through today (Ji pp.4-11).

China is now moving toward a dual strategy of using a nuclear deterrent against the larger powers of the world and developing the ability to project it military power into the region of East Asia. The second tier of this strategy addresses what the PLA strategist see as the most likely points of conflict in the coming years, Limited Regional Wars (LRWs) which are defined by the PLA in the following ways.  LRWs have limited objectives that condition and limit the scale, time frame and means of the war. Very often these objectives are more political/diplomatic oriented than military, and the conflict is likely to see a political outcome rather than a fight to the death war. These conflicts can be complicated by interwoven international relations, which can make them more unpredictable. The war is very limited, but the preparation is very intensive because the failure to achieve quick, decisive results comes with a high price. Pre-emptive surgical strikes are a key to victory in such a war. These wars will usually be limited in duration, but very expensive due to the emphasis on high-tech weaponry (Ji. Pp.16-18). My interpretation of this is that the PLA wishes to fight more along the American style of warfare; winning with overwhelming force in order to force a negotiated peace. 

I will identify what I foresee as the major flashpoints in a possible East Asian conflict involving a Chinese military. In doing so I considered several things: geography, current politics and possible future politics. On the first point, one must consider where China and any potential enemy could meet physically to wage a major conventional conflict. For instance, the Himalayas separate the Indian subcontinent from China, so it is unlikely that an invasion would occur along this boarder. Much of Southeast Asia is covered in dense jungle, the impact of which on modern warfare was experienced by both the United States and China First hand in the 1960s and 70s. Barring some revolution in the mobility of mechanized forces, these obstacles will have lasting relevance (Wortzel p.3). Another point that I consider central to each of the scenarios I offer is that of Chinese development of means to project military power beyond their borders. I think it far more likely for any conflict involving China to occur outside China than within. I think it is safe to say that no nation in the world has or will have in the near future the capability to successfully invade China due to the factors that supported the People’s War Strategy.  It may be an obsolete strategy, but any invader would have to be willing to allow a serious bloodletting.

These theories also assume to some extent that China will try to flex its muscle militarily rather than economically. This is not to say that nations deciding to use economic means to operate in the world instead of brute military force do not fight wars; the United States has certainly proven this in the 20th century. It is simply to say that the odds of these potential conflicts coming to fruition would increase in the presence of a China determined to gain influence through its armed forces rather than its exports. 

 First and in my opinion foremost would be a conflict beginning somewhere in the South China Sea. This area is one that China considers part of its territory based on traditional claims, and there is speculation that it might be a source of substantial natural resources. As these resources, be they fisheries, mineral deposits or fossil fuels become more and more scarce and valuable, the nations surrounding them will almost certainly become more competitive over them. A China with a blue water navy could exert regional naval superiority in pursuing control of the South China Sea, but it is unlikely that the rest of the nations in the region would give up easily. Trying to determine specific participants in such a conflict would be futile; such a conflict could realistically occur any point within a large time frame during which alliances and national fortunes could change considerably. However, one could be fairly safe in naming Japan, the Philippines, the U.S. and Vietnam as nations that might become embroiled in such a conflict, giving it the potential to lead to rapid escalation. In the near future, the mos obvious source of conflict would revolve around the U.S. Seventh fleet. Currently the fleet serves to maintain open access for all nations to the South China Sea. There might not be enough room in such a small ocean for two navies to maneuver with comfort around each other, especially if China sought to use its navy to exclude access. However, the presence of the fleet might be a valuable foil to Chinese actions. If the Seventh Fleet withdrew, it would only give China an easier time in pursuing control of the theater.

Taiwan is an ever-present point of friction in the region, primarily because of the tightrope it walks with the U.S. and China. Over the last several years, China and Taiwan have become more open to trade with each other, and there seems to be some sign that reunification is not out of the question. At the same time, Taiwan continues to buy an ever-increasing quantity and quality of weapons from the United States, which is a point of contention on any diplomatic discussion with China. As I write this paper, I have just become aware that President Bush was quoted in an interview as saying that the U.S. would come to the aid of the Taiwanese if attacked by China. While this has always been possible if not probable it has never been openly declared, much less on a CNN interview, and was a key part of the deliberate ambiguity of the situation.  While this will almost certainly not lead to war, the President would perhaps be well advised to walk a bit more lightly when dealing with such delicate foreign policy. Right now, China would be hard pressed to forcefully reunify Taiwan to the mainland. Although they probably could reduce Taipei to rubble, this would be counterproductive, and China currently lacks the amphibious capability to cross the Taiwan Strait, not to mention the capability to defend such forces as they crossed. This was demonstrated in part by the Chinese maneuvers of August 1995 and March 1996 (Wortzel pp. 218-219, 245) However, if China is able to procure a long range air force and effective naval forces, they would have some added leverage to force the issue a bit harder.  

Another potential conflict would come into play if Japan were to come into a position of more international power, specifically militarily. As with most of East Asia, the prospect of an armed Japan would not rest easy with China, primarily because of the terrible treatment it received from the Imperial Japanese armed forces in the 1930s and 40s.  Some Chinese, including PLA official have complained that Japan, where a minister of transportation can apologize profusely for a collapsed bridge that kills a few people, seem utterly incapable of acknowledging, much less apologizing for, atrocities taking place in WWII (Wortzel p.233.). If China were to develop military projection capability such as a blue water navy, long-range air power and possibly even space power, a conflict with a remilitarized Japan could not be discounted. Once again, as with all these scenarios, such a conflict could spill over into the rest of the region, and bring in those with potential and existing regional interest such as Russia and the United States. Also, the theme of the presence U.S. forces as a stabilizing factor comes into play here too. As long as Japan can rely on the presence of U.S. troops for security, they have little incentive or excuse to remilitarize extensively. If the U.S. were to pull out, this might force the Japanese to rearm, thus creating a much higher degree of tension in East Asia.


Taking all of this into consideration, we can begin to formulate an answer of sorts to the question of whether China will be friend or foe to its neighbors. I for one believe that the answer to this question can only be narrowed down with all fairness to this; it depends. It depends on whether China can forgive the transgressions of the past against it and engage in a policy of mutual growth and prosperity with the world community. If China can do this, choosing to gain power and influence through cooperation rather than military pressure, the likelihood of future conflicts will most likely be reduced. When points of conflict do arise, China must make the same choice; resort to military means, or engage the problem with and as a member of the international economy. 

I sense that China is moving in the direction of opening itself to international trade, and eventually towards a more open stance in general. One thing that I think would go a long way toward this would be to have the Olympics in Beijing in 2008. It would not change things overnight, but I think it would be foolish to think that such an event would have no effect whatsoever. Indeed, I would hope that it would be something like Seoul’s experience in 1988, giving them a sense of belonging to the world as a whole and encouraging liberalization. As I have said, this would not be a panacea, but could be a good first step toward limiting the possibility of the scenarios I have hypothesized becoming reality.
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