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“Vijay Gokhale is a first-rate China watcher and strategic thinker. I highly recommend this concise, punchy book for anyone who seeks to understand one of the most critical issues the world faces—why and how China wages war.”


—HAL BRANDS, 
Henry A. Kissinger Distinguished Professor, 
Johns Hopkins SAIS


“A brilliant, concise analysis by a premier interpreter of India–China relations. Vijay Gokhale combines new research with a compelling set of questions about what India can learn from China’s conflicts, and comes up with powerful arguments that can be appreciated by historians and policymakers alike.”


—RANA MITTER, 
ST Lee Chair in US-Asia Relations, 
Harvard Kennedy School


“A must read for students of modern China seeking to understand the drivers of China’s military strategy. Analyzing all the wars China fought in the first 30 years of its existence as a People’s Republic, Gokhale draws valuable lessons from those conflicts for the world to understand what shape China’s defence and foreign policies will take and what neighbours such as India must be prepared for.” 


—NITIN A. GOKHALE, 
National Security Analyst, Author


“From the pen of Vijay Gokhale, we have another splendid offering—a scholarly, practitioner’s perspective on the leveraging of the instrument of force in the CCP’s strategic calculus in the ruthless pursuit of national interest, an elaboration on the core of Maoist thought, as to why and how, war must step in when politics cannot make headway. From the Taiwan Crisis of 1958 to the Sino-Indian conflict of 1962, the clash with the Soviets in 1969, the Vietnam war, through to the present day, the author offers deep investigation and unique insights into Chinese statecraft from the perspectives of deterrence, war and winning without fighting. At a time when a dangerous dateline (Taiwan, 2027) looms on the horizon and when India too could be in a pre-war era, the book makes for compulsive reading. I would commend the book not only to the strategic commentariat but also to the military community—from the CDS to our Lieutenants and Flying Officers, the book must adorn not only your bookshelves but its contents must be crafted deeply into your minds and worldviews.”


—RAJ SHUKLA, 
Former Army Commander, currently member UPSC
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‘When politics develops to a certain stage beyond which it cannot proceed by the 
usual means, war breaks out to sweep away the obstacles in the way.’


Mao Zedong1




The book is dedicated to: 
The bravehearts of India’s armed forces




Preface


In the first thirty years of its existence, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) engaged in conflict in five instances: with the United States in Korea (1950) and in the Taiwan Strait (1958); with India (1962); with the Soviet Union (1969); and with Vietnam (1979). In three cases, it engaged in conflict with a neighbour who had either been a former ally (Soviet Union and Vietnam) or partner (India). Since 1979, China has not engaged in major conflict, but that does not mean that it has not utilized other methods of military coercion. In fact, since the end of the Cold War in 1990, China has frequently resorted to what is known as grey-zone warfare (the limited use of military coercion short of conflict) in the East and South China Seas and in the Himalayan borderland. 


Early analyses tended to see the newly established PRC as the victim of foreign aggression. This China bias was partly the outcome of the nature of primary sources available to scholars. The Chinese sources were mainly limited to official diplomatic correspondence and statements of the PRC government or commentaries in the Chinese official media: material that was intended to put forth the PRC’s public position. Such material invariably portrays the PRC as the ‘victim’. Aside from these propaganda materials, primary Chinese sources on how, why and when the PRC engaged in conflict still remain mostly secret. The limited opening of the PRC’s archives in the early part of this century has since been rolled back. The available material is not likely to reflect its true internal thinking or decision-making processes when using military force. 


On the other hand, the abundance of primary sources in the US and India on their conflicts with the PRC and, after the end of the Cold War, access to greater material from the Soviet archives, means that scholars tended to draw disproportionately upon these sources. Understandably, therefore, their writings tended to reflect biases that favour Chinese claims that they were the victim of foreign aggression. Many of these materials, particularly the official assessments about the conduct of war, were meant to provide learnings to governments about the successes as well as the failures of their strategies and action, and have subsequently been released by democratic governments as a matter of public record. The PRC has utilized such sources to substantiate their vague claims of ‘victimhood’. 


Writings by some Chinese scholars in the period between 1990 and 2012, when the PRC had, relatively speaking, relaxed its control on research and academic expression, has allowed more, albeit still very limited, light to be shed on China’s wars and military-coercive behaviour. Although the archival material is limited, and the writings by Chinese scholars cannot be regarded as primary sources (there are autobiographies by former PRC foreign ministers and officials, but these have been officially vetted prior to publication), it has permitted a re-examination of diplomatic-military history. As a result, it is now more widely accepted within the research community outside China that the PRC was not, as it claims, a victim of foreign aggression and mostly initiated these conflicts.


There are a number of excellent books and research papers detailing each of China’s conflicts from both the purely military as well as the larger geopolitical angles. The question in my mind was whether another book on the subject might add value to the already existing material, also given the fact that access to Chinese material is still very limited. The overwhelming body of work is the outcome of Western authorship. Few Indian scholars have written about China’s wars with the US, Russia or Vietnam. Much of the Western literature on this subject has been written through the lens of the Cold War or from the perspective of great power relations. The learnings from those writings may not entirely relate to China’s neighbours. On close reflection, I concluded that there was merit in pursuing the idea of this book from an Indian perspective. 


This book has two purposes. The first is to analyze China’s wars – on the basis of the available research already done by scholars – by identifying what objectives it might have pursued and the strategy and tactics that it might have adopted. I make no claims to discovering new sources or facts. The purpose is to chronicle at one place the conflicts that China has engaged in, within an analytical framework, so as to furnish Indian national security and foreign policy practitioners and students with adequate information and an overall perspective. The book’s second purpose is to discern what lessons Indian national security and foreign policy practitioners might learn about possible patterns in China’s threat, display or use of force. Is the PRC’s strategic culture, as per its claim, ‘pacifist’ and ‘defensive’, and thus fundamentally different from other strategic cultures? The book is not a war history. Rather, it is a history of the geopolitics of war. What drives or motivates China to initiate conflict or coercion? When, and in what circumstances, does it initiate conflict? These are the two key questions that underpin this book. 


This book focuses on four of China’s wars – the 1958 Taiwan Strait crisis involving the US, and the 1962, 1969 and 1979 conflicts with India, the Soviet Union (Russia) and Vietnam, respectively – as well as on the PRC’s subsequent military coercion of the Philippines and Taiwan after the end of the Cold War. The five case studies use excellent war histories written by other scholars to build a line of analysis of how the Chinese acted from the military, political, diplomatic and informational angles in the run-up to and during the conflicts. The chapter on grey-zone coercion after the Cold War examines the possible reasons for China not engaging in major wars after 1979, preferring instead to utilize grey-zone military coercion to achieve its goals. The book’s final chapter draws upon the analysis in the preceding chapters to identify possible patterns in their decision-making process that might be of use to Indian practitioners, strategists or researchers who study why and when China might, in the future, engage in military coercion or conflict with India. 


When writing this book, I pondered whether an analysis of wars that China fought a half-century ago is still relevant in current times. In many ways, the PRC is a different country from the times of Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. Both the PRC and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) are stronger than at any point in their history. A recent study of China’s military identifies major internal restructuring, rapid advances in military technology and increased defence spending as giving China the capability and the confidence to wage conflict against all its adversaries, including the US.2 Setting aside the US, the PRC is now able to intimidate all other potential adversaries to a greater degree than was possible even a decade previously. But the decision to engage in war or military-coercive activities is determined not solely on the basis of capability, but also on the basis of intention. It is with this in mind that the book seeks to look at the broader question of Chinese strategic culture and, in the book’s final chapter, to weigh Chinese intentions towards India in the future. 


This book is written in the spirit of intellectual curiosity and because of my lifelong interest in matters relating to China. Several people assisted me in this journey with important material and insights. First and foremost, I am grateful for the assistance and guidance given by Shivshankar Menon and Isaac Kardon in improving the text and sharpening the arguments. Martha Higgins from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington DC and Saheb Singh Chadha tirelessly tracked down the books and other materials needed for my research, and for that I am deeply indebted to them both. I thank Stephen Kotkin, Sergey Radchenko, Bruce Elleman and Hal Brands for suggesting books that I might read for the case studies. I am also grateful for the institutional support I received from Rudro Chaudhury and Carnegie India. Finally, I thank my editor, Elizabeth Kuruvilla, for encouraging me to write and agreeing to publish my work. I am aware that this book has its shortcomings, but might, I hope, still prove helpful to the Indian military and diplomats, the strategic and academic communities, university students, as well as more generally to my countrywomen and countrymen who have an interest in China and in global politics. 


* * *




Introduction


Since its establishment in 1949, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has been a major actor on the global stage. Early on, it demonstrated the political will to challenge the established superpowers during the Cold War despite weaknesses, as well as readiness to use force against smaller partners or allies to demonstrate resolve in pursuit of its national interests. After the reform and opening up of China, its military has grown in size and power. Although it has not engaged in major wars since the late 1970s, China’s enhanced capacities continue to be a cause for concern in the peripheral and proximate states. It has, from time to time, made references to the business of its unfinished territorial agenda. Its enhanced economic and military capacities provide options for coercing others by means short of general conflict or prolonged war, through grey-zone methods that are intended to bend others to its will without the actual application of force. But it also holds a greatly enhanced ability to engage in direct conflict when it must.


India has suffered a war with China in 1962 and come close to conflict on other occasions since. The PRC’s claim on Indian territory has gradually expanded as has, more recently, its encroachment on the ground. How and when China will deploy force in pursuit of its claims in the future is, therefore, a legitimate question in the minds of Indian strategists and thinkers. Excellent scholarship is available in the West on how China thinks about conflict and when it engages in coercion. Analyses are available on China’s previous wars and grey-zone coercion. But these are generally written from a Western perspective and usually in the context of Cold War or great-power politics. Moreover, the debates on China’s uses of force in the West are more theological and might not fit the Indian experience. What is needed is an Indian perspective on China’s past coercive actions that might benefit scholars and practitioners. This book, therefore, re-examines China’s past conflicts to offer a particular set of insights into its coercive methods that might have a bearing on India in the future. 


It is important to reiterate that a substantial body of Western scholarship on China’s strategic culture already exists.3 It ranges from the belief that China’s strategic culture is similar to the West’s realpolitik, to the view that China prefers non-violent means to deal with adversaries and, therefore, its behaviour has a ‘distinctive minimally violent character’. One paradigm, therefore, assumes that China regards war as inevitable because the adversary is predisposed to it and is best handled by the application of military force. The other paradigm assumes that China views war as abhorrent and usually preventable as well as the least efficacious method for achieving goals and hence to be used only as the last resort.4 


The strategic community of the PRC would have the world accept that China’s strategic culture is inherently pacifist. Ancient China’s military strategist Sun Zi’s maxim – buzhang ersheng or subduing the enemy without fighting – is usually cited as an example of China’s non-coercive approach to the resolution of disputes. No distinction is drawn between large-scale conventional war and other forms of conflict such as grey-zone coercion or limited military action, although Sun Zi’s The Art of War is about the use of coercive means to prevent a more destructive or costly war. The Chinese White Papers on National Defence, aside from reiterating that the PRC has been, historically speaking, both non-expansionist and non-hegemonic, also insists that it adheres to the principles of self-defence and post-strike response.5 According to Chinese writings, the PRC counterstrikes only as a response to others’ aggression, and only with the objective of restoring the status quo ante.6 It seeks, therefore, to draw a clear distinction between its own strategic culture and that of the West. The most recent edition of the PLA’s Science of Military Strategy (2020) thus claims that ‘the strategic goals formulated by some western countries in history have obvious expansion, and grabbing benefits and establishing hegemony have become the main goals of military strategy…China’s strategic goal has always been to resist aggression, achieve reunification, defend peace, maintain stability, etc., which is obviously defensive’.7 It uses the term ‘wary warfare’ to describe how it uses military force.


Does China actually abjure the use of force? This is a key question that the book examines through several case studies. Historically speaking, China was an expansionist power whenever it was strong and militarily powerful. Chinese military histories record how different imperial dynasties from the Han (206 BCE to 220 CE) to the Qing (1644 CE to 1911 CE) sent their conquering armies into Central Asia, Mongolia, Manchuria, Korea, Tibet, northern Vietnam and northern Burma.8 China’s geography prescribed the limits of such imperial expansion because the Taklamakan desert to the north-west, the great Himalayan range to the south-west and the Pacific Ocean to the east were formidable natural obstacles. Within the confines of this geography, however, by the end of the 18th century, imperial China had expanded to incorporate vast territories that had never historically been Chinese. This fact is brushed away sometimes with the explanation that when such territorial expansion did happen, it was by cultural attraction or voluntary submission rather than outright military conquest.9 But China’s history shows it is a myth that it possessed a unique strategic culture disinclined to use force and coercion, or that it found non-violent solutions to interstate disputes.10


On the other hand, it is also true that China has, historically speaking, not engaged in protracted conflict or in habitual aggression. Might the relatively less frequent use of force have been due to China’s unique situation? This was an idea that an Indian diplomat explored in the 1960s. China’s prolonged relative isolation from the rest of the world for many centuries (it was situated at the terminus of the Silk Road, far removed from the crossroads of Eurasian history) meant that for long periods of time, it had no constant enemies and thus had no concept of international relations between equal sovereign nations, but only of one central power using its overwhelming capacities to bend other nations to its will without using military force.11 Challenging China was not an option for peripheral states. Coexisting with it meant accommodating its great power status and dominant role. It was a tributary state relationship consisting of China as the central state and the peripheral kingdoms as lesser states.12 As long as this hierarchy was observed, China might not have needed to resort to force as there were no peer competitors. This hypothesis might credibly explain why China exhibits a preference for non-kinetic means to secure its objectives. 


The historical record suggests that imperial China deployed non-military instruments to impose its overlordship but did not hesitate to use military force to achieve objectives when it needed to do so. Andrew Scobell, a renowned scholar on the Chinese military, who draws upon Alastair Iain Johnston’s seminal writings on Chinese strategic culture, sums it up as the outcome of the interplay between two distinct and enduring strands of strategic culture: a distinctly pacifist-minded and conflict-averse strand and a realpolitik strand that favours military solutions and offensive actions.13 The case studies in this book explore how these two strands of Chinese strategic culture impacted China’s coercion of other states. 


How does the current Chinese regime justify the use of force to militarily coerce adversaries when it claims to be peace-loving and pacifist? Historically speaking, the ‘Middle Kingdom’ saw itself as peace-loving and virtuous, and Chinese emperors thought of themselves as imbued with moral authority. China considered its causes and interests as always righteous. This made the actions of other states immoral or unjust when contrary to Chinese interests, requiring corrective action. If the recalcitrant adversary could not be made to submit peacefully, and conflict became inevitable or desirable, China was thus able to morally justify the threat or actual use of force. In his brilliant study of Chinese strategic culture based on its ancient classical texts, Johnston wrote that ‘once the ends of war are deemed righteous, then any and all means become righteous in themselves’.14 


This idea of the ‘just war’ (yi zhan) based on the pursuit of moral or principled rather than simply material objectives15 against adversaries whose actions contravene the bounds of both sovereignty and morality underlay Mao Zedong’s celebrated lectures, ‘On Protracted War’, delivered in mid-1938.16 Mao’s homily that China was ‘fighting for perpetual peace’ drew upon this historical moral wellspring in Chinese strategic culture, as did his statement, ‘If someone does not attack us, we won’t attack them; however, if someone does attack us, we will definitely (counter) attack’ (ren bu fan wo, wo bu fan ren; ren fan wo, wo bi fan ren).17 The case studies in this book look at how the PRC drew upon the imperial tradition of morally justifying the use of force to legitimize its military coercion as merely a restoration of the rightful state of affairs.18 


The moral argument for war also subsumes the assumption that Chinese military action is inherently defensive in nature. This was certainly the way in which China justified its use of force as ‘counterattack-in-self-defence’ during the India–China border war of 1962. The concept of ‘counterattack-in-self defence’ (ziwei huanji) has both principled and practical components to it. In terms of principle, it permits the PRC to view the adversary’s actions as unrighteous and, therefore, deserving of a military counter-response in order to redress a moral wrong. In terms of practice, it allows the PRC to deploy overwhelming force because it is compelled to do so by its adversary in order to restore the status quo. This, then, is not aggression. According to the Science of Military Strategy (2020) published by the PLA’s Academy of Military Sciences, it becomes a ‘fundamentally defensive’ action.19 ‘It shifts the responsibility for warlike behaviour onto the enemy,’ wrote Johnston. ‘One (China) is thus exonerated from the responsibility of creating conflictual situations, and one’s (China’s) use of force is therefore never illegitimate.’20 Johnston wrote from a historical perspective and the case studies in this book are intended to see whether Johnston’s contention holds true in the PRC’s conflicts with other states. 


The case studies look at how China’s leaders thought about conflict and the use of force against adversaries both weaker and stronger than themselves. Are they rational actors when it comes to the actual application of force?21 The renowned Sinologist Allen Whiting seems to think so, stating that the PRC has only ever used force after all other means have failed to deter the adversary.22 A more recent study on Chinese coercion elaborates on this idea of the PRC as both rational and cautious; it states that the application of actual force is the third (final) stage of the force-matrix. This stage is reached only after the PRC has first exhausted non-kinetic means (persuasion and pressure) as well as the initial stages in the force-matrix, namely the threat of force and its overt (public) display.23 This three-stage use of force to prevail over the adversary in ascending order is described in Wei Liao Zi, an ancient Chinese classic of the Warring States period (475 BCE–221 BCE), as victory by righteous action (dao sheng), victory by awesomeness (wei sheng) and victory by military strength (li sheng).24 


Western scholars also claim that China is cautious not only in contemplating the use of force, but in actually using it too. China applies force where necessary, but only for a limited period of time.25 They do not, generally speaking, contemplate wars of total annihilation. Application of force is intended to seize the initiative by attacking an unprepared adversary through limited strikes on its most vital operating systems in order to apply a political shock and force it to concede ground to the PRC.26 The PLA’s Science of Military Strategy (2020) calls this ‘limited, flexible, effective warfare’.27 The object of war, according to Mao, was ‘specifically to preserve oneself and destroy the enemy’, by which he meant it was ‘to deprive him (enemy) of the power to resist’ and not to destroy him physically.28 Henry Kissinger put the same idea in another way by saying that the objective of war, for China, was ‘not so much to defeat the enemy as to alter the calculus of risks’.29 The case studies in this book look at whether these assumptions – that China is both rational and cautious in deploying force and that its objective is to disrupt rather than to destroy – are borne out by the facts. 


A key question for scholars is whether China’s intention in initiating conflict (striking first) is to deter the adversary or to pre-empt it. In Kissinger’s view, China sees these two terms (deterrence and pre-emption) differently from the West. The West, according to Kissinger, views deterrence as a counter-response to conflict initiated by the adversary. China, on the other hand, looks at deterrence in terms of pre-emption when all other means of persuasion have failed to preserve or advance China’s core interests. The PLA’s Science of Military Strategy defines it thus: ‘Strategic deterrence has two basic functions. One is to stop the other party from doing what they don’t want to do through deterrence, and the other is to use deterrence to coerce the other party to do what they must do.’30 In other words, deterrence (weishe) is not just a ‘standing posture’.31 It is calculated to produce anticipatory compliance by the adversary, and it proactively involves the limited use of force in order to compel the opponent to submit to the PRC’s preferences before the opponent degrades or erodes the PRC’s core interests. Since the actual use of force is pre-emptive in its action but defensive in its goal, the Chinese see no contradiction between deterrence and the calibrated and limited initiation of military force.* The case studies are useful in studying how the PRC uses force as a deterrent. 


Another purpose of the case studies is to examine underlying motives for the PRC to initiate conflict, especially if its intention is not conquest or total annihilation of the adversary. According to Western scholars, the reasons underlying the PRC’s decision to initiate conflict are often complex. Aside from the purely punitive function of war (teaching the adversary a lesson), the PRC might use force to deliver a political-psychological shock to the adversary, to demonstrate its resolve, to bolster the status quo or create a new status quo, or to force the adversary to the path of negotiation. It is, therefore, worthwhile looking at what arguments scholars have made for these motivations for China to apply force (aside from the punitive function), in order to see whether it finds reflection in the case studies. 


First, scholars believe the PRC uses conflict as a tool of psychological deterrence.32 A swift PRC military attack confuses and upsets the adversary’s thinking and calculations, making it less willing, in Chinese thinking, to escalate the situation. In other words, China thinks that the sudden application of force will psychologically and politically deter the adversary from risking a potential general war with China, causing it to back away from confrontation.33 Most scholars also agree that force for the purpose of delivering such a political-psychological shock is deployed not only against weaker adversaries but equally against those more powerful,34 in order to demonstrate, as Henry Kissinger wrote, that China has the political will ‘to defy the strongest nation and to chart its own course’.35 It has the added benefit of sending a political signal to any other potential rivals or challengers to desist from taking similar actions in the future.


 Second, according to scholars, the PRC tends to coerce an adversary if it concludes that its opponent may be gaining unacceptable advantage on the ground that might allow it to permanently change the status quo to China’s disadvantage, or when they deem the strategic trend is turning against it in irreversible ways. In such cases, force is applied to rearrange the ground reality back in China’s favour before it is too late.36 In such instances, China is known to take pre-emptive coercive actions in order to create a new fait accompli on the ground that entails high risks for the adversary should it think of militarily escalating in order to reinstate the earlier status quo. The PRC, thus, bets upon the asymmetric advantage that it has already created on the ground through force, in order to deter the adversary from adopting further military means to regain lost ground. 


Third, yet another reason for coercion might be to compel an adversary to return to the political-diplomatic path of negotiation on terms and conditions favourable to the PRC because the alternative to negotiation is prolonged conflict or tension. Kissinger observed that a common feature of China’s coercion was a sudden kinetic blow followed quickly by a political phase. Mao described this manner of using force to further a political goal as a political-military battle (zhengzhi junshi zhan) that would compel the adversary to negotiate for peace, thus bringing long-term stability in the relationship.37 Negotiations thus become a continuum of conflict by other means. In a recent study on the Korean War (1950–53), its authors opined that China used force to transfer war from the battlefield where they might have only partially achieved their goals or might even be stalemated, to the negotiating track where they might still achieve something more.38 The Chinese draw no clear distinction or hard separation between peacetime and wartime. Fighting and talking go hand in hand with the singular objective of securing the PRC’s political goals, which might be territorial, geopolitical or purely related to domestic politics. 


Finally, there is a domestic dimension to China’s use of force. Conflict or coercion is also utilized by the PRC to build domestic support or unity in times of internal crises. An external diversion helps to deflect attention away from domestic political difficulties. Until recently, adequate attention was not paid to this aspect of China’s strategic culture when studying its wars. Mao, however, was always clear that one of the political objectives in using force was domestic. Recent scholarship has begun to focus more on this aspect because the communist party’s primary concern is its survival and continuance in power. Despite the party’s strong control over the Chinese nation, it is riven with concerns about its survivability in the long term. It uses the ideas of historical ‘victimization’ and ‘rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’ as key motivational tools to unite the people behind the party on important questions of foreign and domestic policy. According to scholars, it is not beyond the realm of possibility that China may threaten or actually use force against an adversary, even if not justified by external circumstances, if it sees the need to rally the Chinese public around it during times of domestic stress or strife. 


The case studies in the book look at how many of these are probable causes behind the conflicts that China initiated with the US, Soviet Union, Vietnam and India, as well as the more recent grey-zone coercion in the South China Sea or the Taiwan Strait. 


There is almost universal agreement among scholars that China mostly looks at all military action from the prism of politics. Mao’s dictum was that the elementary object of all war is ‘politics with bloodshed’.39 Political warfare and battlefield combat are deeply intertwined in Chinese strategic culture.40 The PRC’s propensity to strike the first blow in order to seize the initiative from the adversary or to risk conflict with a stronger adversary is driven more by political considerations than purely military ones41 since it weighs the waging of war not solely or even principally in terms of operational outcomes as much as in terms of larger geopolitical goals.42 This makes the PRC more willing to sacrifice men and material and to accept heavy military losses if, in the final analysis, it can achieve its broader political goals. The book explores whether this is reflected in the case studies. 


How much of a role does the Chinese military (People’s Liberation Army or PLA) play in determining whether force will be used against an adversary? This is an important question because civil-military fusion is rapidly advancing inside the PRC. Many Western scholars think that the PLA’s role is increasingly important in understanding the dynamics of how China acts in an external crisis.43 Mao and Deng were able to exercise a degree of political control over the military because of their own revolutionary credentials and their close wartime ties with the PLA. In the post-Deng era, this gave way to a more delicate political balance between the party’s political leadership and the military. The PLA, as the communist party’s military arm, was expected to uphold and defend the party’s interests at all times, in exchange for the PLA’s relative autonomy. One commentator described this state of affairs during the Jiang Zemin-Hu Jintao period (1990–2012) as the party leadership ‘reigning but not ruling’ over the PLA.44 The PRC’s current leader, Xi Jinping, has substantially reined in the military’s autonomy, but the PLA still remains a significant player in policy making. The book’s case studies explore civil-military relations during each of the conflicts.


One specific focus area in all case studies is where diplomacy fits into the overall planning and conduct of conflict by the PRC. Diplomatic narrative becomes important because Chinese strategic doctrine is nominally ‘defensive’ but fundamentally ‘pre-emptive’ in nature. Therefore, appropriate diplomatic narratives that synchronize China’s offensive military action with its posture of self-defence requires careful preparation. China uses diplomacy, in Kissinger’s words, ‘to weave together political, military and psychological elements into an overall strategic design’45 to present a historical, legal and jurisdictional justification for the PRC’s wars to the outside world. The diplomatic narrative projects the PRC as the reasonable, principled and moral actor and underscores the aggressive, unprincipled and immoral actions of its adversaries. But diplomacy is not merely deployed against the adversary. China is also concerned about its international image and diplomatically weighs its decision to use force against an adversary in the much wider regional or global context. Thus, one part of its diplomatic effort is intended to demoralize the adversary by creating doubts about the legitimacy and reasonableness of its actions, while another is meant to shape the impression in governments and public opinion of other countries, both neutral as well as those well-disposed toward the adversary, that China is entirely justified in taking military action because it was left with no other choice. 


One of the key analyses in the case studies is about the inter-relationship between geopolitics and coercion. The case studies look at how the PRC’s decisions to use force against other states are shaped by global geo-strategic considerations, and not simply bilateral ones. Kissinger theorized this was because from the very outset (1949), the PRC had to manoeuvre within a triangular relationship with the two nuclear superpowers, each of which was individually capable of posing a great threat to China, and together, were in a position to overwhelm it. As the weakest force in the strategic triangle, China had to always be mindful, even when it contemplated the use of force against other parties, about whether its military action might lead to facilitating its encirclement by either superpower, or to collusion against China by both superpowers. The case studies look at whether Kissinger’s view is justified that China’s decision to apply force in any given situation was dependent not simply on its ability to defeat the adversary, but also on the likely implications for China in the context of the China–US–Russia triangular balance of power. If this is the case, it makes China an opportunistic power that synchronizes its deployment of force against an adversary when its main competition is otherwise engaged or unable to respond. This is an important aspect in the book because the 1962 conflict occurred during a time of great superpower tension (the Cuban missile crisis) and it is important to study whether China used force similarly to target other adversaries when the US and Russia were distracted.46 


The case studies also look at the use of propaganda (information warfare) by the PRC as a strategic tool for both external and domestic purposes. They explore, in particular, how China prepares its own population for war or crisis. Mao thought it was very necessary for the army and the people to understand why the war must be fought and how it concerned them, so that they could be politically mobilized to support the war effort.47 It is important for the PRC’s leaders to publicly signal that China is fighting a war only because it is being compelled to do so by the adversary and not of its own volition. No domestic campaign ever suggests that China is mobilizing for war on its own initiative.48 When a crisis unfolds, the Chinese state and communist party get involved in the strategic planning of media communications, giving directions to propaganda organs on which aspects of the crisis to focus upon and which to censor, how to use historical or legal evidence to shape the PRC’s narrative, how to showcase China’s reasonableness while highlighting the adversary’s aggressiveness and how to amplify battlefield events that align with the PRC’s position and to ignore the rest.49 Such propaganda is built on an idea already embedded by the Chinese communist party for political mobilization—the idea of the ‘century of humiliation’. Successive generations of the Chinese people have been indoctrinated into believing that the national trauma and injustice that China suffered between the Opium Wars of the 1840s and the founding of the PRC in 1949 was entirely due to foreign aggression. When preparing to use force, the PRC’s leaders tie their actions to historical memories of humiliation as an all-encompassing moral justification for any military or coercive action taken by the PRC. 


An interesting recent study focuses on two kinds of propaganda campaigns by the PRC to rally domestic audiences, depending on the objectives it is pursuing. When China intends to coerce, it domestically applies what Wang calls the ‘mobilization rhetoric’, that is to say there is significant and noticeable escalation in domestic media coverage about the dispute with the adversary and heightened rhetoric accompanied by explicit warnings. These may be combined with escalatory action or punitive measures on the ground. But, in other cases, where the PRC is not interested in actual coercion and more interested in posturing, it adopts the ‘pacification rhetoric’ at home. Its aggressive postures are meant only for foreign audiences, and domestically it downplays or minimizes the disputes so that public opinion does not force the government’s hand by demanding stronger action.50 The case studies look at how rhetoric was used by the PRC in each conflict and under what circumstances it might have felt politically compelled to make the public aware of it in order to align public opinion with the state’s desired foreign policy or national security objectives. 
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