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Mapping China’s Strategic Actions 
 

Over the last two decades, China has emerged as a power with global aspirations. Some would 

argue that it has in fact attempted to remake the landscape of global politics; perhaps rightly 

so. Firstly, with its entrance into the World Trade Organization in 2001, China rapidly 

transformed its economy into the global leader in advanced technologies and trade that it is 

today. And this has in fact helped and propelled it towards advancing across the board; in 

technology, trade, production capabilities, military capabilities, space and cyber warfare; all of 

which will be highlighted in this report. Nonetheless, China’s rapid advancement today is a 

threat both regionally and internationally; especially since it has seemingly discarded and 

abandoned its policy of “hiding its strength and biding its time.” Its emergence today has 

created tensions across regions because as it has grown and advanced internally, it has also 

exerted its influence externally. China’s one belt one road initiative, its debt trap diplomacy, 

its militarization of the South China Sea, its string pearls strategy and its subtle takeover of 

international organizations is well known. Early expectations of its global economic integration 

being a booster for liberalization and even possible democratization have been proved wrong 

and this is even more threatening to China’s neighbourhood. For as China rises or discards its 

“peaceful rise”, it has not only become more assertive but also aggressive and this is why it is 

essential that we analyse, understand and Map China’s Strategic Actions.  

 

This Report is a Product of the Centre for Security Studies, Jindal School of International 

Affairs and was formulated after a discussion held on the 26th of September 2020. 
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XI’S VISION FOR CHINA  

Roots of China’s Strategic Actions Internationally 

Swati Batchu1 

 

Introduction 

Today, Xi’s policies at home and abroad have made China an unignorable international player, far from 

the days of Deng Xiaoping. The scope of China’s strategic action plan is vast and Chinese assertiveness 

often finds it roots in domestic politics and doctrines initiated by Xi.  These roots become evident when 

one considers Xi Jinping’s doctrine of the Chinese dream and his attempts at consolidating power 

around him and the national government. An examination of these factors can provide a clear 

connection between China’s domestic policies and its implication for its actions in the international 

sphere. China’s action plan also includes solidifying its ambitions as a formidable global player through 

participation in institutions of global governance and through its efforts to create a parallel system that 

is catered to the developing world. This piece will aim to investigate these factors and provide a more 

holistic understanding of Chinese assertiveness and how it envisions itself within the wider world.  

Domestic Politics 

After its announcement in 2012 the slogan of the “Chinese Dream” has been a part of the Xi 

administration’s and the public’s vocabulary. The Chinese dream outlines Xi Jinping’s vision for China 

as a society and for the place it holds in the world and has four key parts: 1) A Strong China – 

characterized by a China that is economically, politically, diplomatically, scientifically, and militarily 

strong – 2) A Civilized China – Characterized by presence of equity and fairness, rich culture, and high 

morals – 3) Harmonious China – Characterized by amity between social classes – 4) Beautiful China – 

characterized by the presence of a healthy environment and low levels of pollution (Kuhn, 2013). Many 

of these goals have international implications for China’s strategic action plan. China’s efforts to 

become economically, politically, and diplomatically stronger now rely greatly on mega projects like 

the BRI. Given the slowing rate of growth the Chinese economy is facing, these projects represent a 

vital alternate means for Chinese enterprise to grow outside of Chinese markets, in turn boosting the 

domestic economy. Chinese military assertiveness on the South and East China Seas are an even clearer 

sign of a militarily strong China. The final goal of a Beautiful China is also tethered to China’s climate 

change related obligations with the UN and the Paris Climate Change Accords. Thus, Chinese presence 

internationally is key necessity to facilitate growth domestically.  

The two centennial goals are a second pillar of the Chinese Dream. Named so because they are set for 

two key 100th anniversaries of the Chinese state, they consist of economic growth targets for the country 

(Kuhn, 2013). The first centenary is set to expire in 2021, the 100th anniversary of the Chinese 
Communist Party, and aims at doubling the country’s Gross Domestic Product from where it was in 

2010. Looking at World Bank data from 2019 China’s swift progress becomes clear. The country’s 

GDP grew from $6 Trillion in 2010 to $14 Trillion in 2019 (World Bank, 2019). Clearly the goal to 

double the GDP has not only been accomplished but exceeded with two years before the deadline. The 

second centenary goal is set for 2049, the 100th anniversary of the PRC, and states that China ought to 

 
1 Swati Batchu is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 
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become “a fully developed nation” by the deadline. That deadline is yet to approach. But given the pace 

of China’s rise in the world, it would not be entirely out of reach either. 

Much of this has been possible due to the vast powers that Xi Jinping has accumulated for himself. 

Given that he wasn’t Hu Jintao’s obvious successor, Xi was tasked with quickly and firmly 

strengthening his position within government after he took power. First, the National People’s Congress 

voted to abolish term limits in 2018 providing the clearest signal of Xi’s assent to power (BBC, 2018). 

Second, “Xi Jinping Though on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics For A New Era” was engrained 

into the Chinese constitution alongside only two other Chinese leaders, Mao and Deng Xiaoping 

(Xinhua, 2018). Third, the anti-corruption campaign launched in 2012 has allowed Xi to simultaneously 

take political opponents out of power and consolidate a favorable public image. Till date the campaign 

has found around 1.5 Million government officials guilty of corruption related charges (Fiol-Mahon, 

2019). Many prominent party figure, including party secretaries from urban hubs like Chongqing and 

high ranking military official, have all been on the chopping block and some have been replaced with 

individuals within Xi’s own circle. Thus, slowly but surely Xi has replaced key party officials at national 

and provincial levels ensuring that from planning to execution he will face little resistance.  

Increasingly centralization has also slowed down response to major issues at local level. Increasingly 

provincial administrations must report to higher-ups to carry out their work. The most poignant example 

of this was provided by the Mayor of Wuhan city, the start of the global COVID-19 Pandemic. The 

Mayor was quoted stating that one reason that information on the virus was slow to spread was because 

the city administration must wait for central approval to take action (Chin, 2020). Hence, the system 

has created paralysis in some of China’s most critical moments. 

Global Governance 

China’s growing presence in global institutions and its expanding spheres of influence present a country 

that is successfully rising as a formidable member of the international community. This is serious 

departure from rhetoric from Deng Xiaoping’s era. Xi has his own vision and mission when it comes to 

choreographing China’s international presence. While much of China’s rise has been due to the presence 

of the current international order, China nonetheless holds reservations towards it. Leaders have 

criticized the international order for being too western dominated and has provided China’s experience 

as an alternative model for developing countries to follow (Rühlig, 2018). Away from the western 

liberal model of market economy and democracy, China claims to provide an alternative to this. In 

pursuance of this goal it has created a range of institutions that at times mirror the function of existing 

international institutions. These include the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) that provides 

development finance to its 103 member states, an international commercial court created initially to 

addressing commercial cases among BRI member but now open to states to bring any commercial suits 

to a bench of Chinese judges.  

China has also involved itself in various key committees and institutions in existing international 

institutions. For example, China is now a part of the UN Human Rights Council panel, the International 

tribunal on the law of the Sea, ASEAN, etc. Given this, it is important to highlight that while China is 
indeed dissatisfied with the current world order, it is not trying to actively dismantle it. Instead it is 

working to increase its presence in these institutions to pursue China’s own agenda through them. In 

terms of China’s own interactions with its neighbors and allies, China employs a carrot and stick 

approach (Liwen, 2014). To its friends, those who follow China’s vision, it can provide with massive 

investment and resources. However, it is also comfortable using political, economic, and security levers, 

like displays of force or the use of sanctions, against states that stand contrary to its goals.  

Roots of Chinese Assertiveness 

Xi Jinping has left an unquestionable mark in China’s domestic and foreign policy. Projects like the 

maritime and land-based silk roads, CPEC, assertiveness in South and East China Seas and internal 

anti-corruption campaigns are signals of the farthest departure from Deng’s “Hide your strength and 

bide your time” approach China has ever taken. Yet the seeds of this departure have long been in place 
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and Xi alone cannot claim credit for the conceptual, and sometimes literal, foundations of these projects 

laid down by preceding leaders. Indeed, while assertiveness itself is also strongly associated with Xi, 

the institutional pressures to move towards an assertive China were in place from Hu Jintao’s tenure 

and bloomed further under Xi’s leadership. Thus, today’s China has indeed been a long time coming.  

In terms of domestic policies, anti-corruption campaigns have been a staple of Chinese politics from 

the time of Mao Zedong’s infamous Cultural Revolution. Since then, six other anti-corruption 

campaigns have been launched leading up to the current campaigns that has now lasted seven long years. 

The two centenary goals that form the core of the Chinese Dream were first mentioned in Jiang Zemin’s 

1997 15th party congress work report (Doshi, 2019). Additionally, the BRI as it is today can find its 

roots in the words of Hu Jintao. Hu’s statement that China must actively use infrastructure to tie 

neighbors together harken back to core purposes and goals of the BRI (Doshi, 2019). The role of global 

governance institution was highlighted by previous administrations as well. The AIIB was part of the 

Central Party Research Office’s plan in 2009 and was adopted by Hu Jintao near the end of his second 

term (Doshi, 2019). However, it is likely that Xi was involved with the formulation of the bank given 

the timing of its conception.  

Finally, while the carrot and stick approach has taken on a particularly visible form due to China’s 

increased naval presence in the South China Sea, previous administrations were comfortable using 

diplomatic and economic tools to their advantage as well. For example, Chinese ties with the Norwegian 

government were strained over conflict with the Nobel Committee’s endorsement of a pro-Hong Kong 

activist, Liu Xiao Bo. The conflict resulted in the cancellation of several diplomatic meetings and the 

cessation of trade talks that only recovered in 2016 (Chan, 2016). China also launched informal 

sanctions on Japanese rare earth exports after a clash of vessels in the East China Sea. This clearly 

shows that China has long comfortable using diplomatic and economic means against western and non-

western states alike. 

Conclusion 

This piece has attempted to understand Chinese assertiveness and the country’s strategic actions through 

the lens of domestic politics and its approach towards intentional actors. While the country’s military 

growth and tensions in the South China Sea often occupy headlines worldwide, such factors alone 

cannot holistically explain how China views and justifies its plethora of projects abroad. China’s 

historical claims are partly the reason why it looks to gain islands in its neighboring seas. In addition to 

that, such display of military strength and the strengthening of the PLA is inherently a part of Xi’s 

dream for a strong China as well. Military strength, as previously elaborated, represents only one pillar 

among many that are a part of the grand Chinese dream. Accomplishing such a dream has been 

contingent on two factors. These are Xi’s rapid consolidation of power and popular acceptance of the 

rhetoric of the Chinese dream. Wide consolidation of power has allowed projects like the BRI, the 

creation of Chinese led international organizations, etc., come to life. It is also important to note that 

while netizens have spoken up against Xi’s anti-corruption campaigns, both the Anti-Corruption 

campaign and the Chinese dream have gained considerable appreciation from portions of the general 

public as well. Considerable credit to conceptualize the initial vision behind these accomplishment lies 

with previous administrations. Yet the centrality of Xi to add to these visions and materialize them 

cannot be overstated. Today many argue that the world is moving back towards a bipolar system. Given 

Chinese inroads into the developing world, such claims might not be an overstatement. These 

developments will require further attempts at investigating China’s strategic action plans going forward.  
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AN UPDATE ON CHINA’S BRI 
Miriyala Samyukktha2 

 

The Belt and Road Initiative is an ambitious global development strategy adopted by the Chinese 

government in 2013 involving infrastructure development and investments in nearly 70 countries and 

international organizations. It involves the construction of road and sea connections ranging from China 

and countries in Southeast Asia, Central Asia and through to Europe. (Meltzer, 2017) 

This is to be achieved with massive investment in infrastructure, including roads, rail, airports, ports, 

pipelines, and communications. China has committed $1.4 trillion to the initiative. (Meltzer, 2017) 

Initial plan of the Belt and Road initiative: 

As per the initial plan of BRI, the targeted date of completion is 2049, which coincides with 100th 

anniversary of PRC. Chinese government calls the initiative "a bid to enhance regional connectivity and 

embrace a brighter future". ("Action Plan - Belt & Road News", 2015) The two main projects of BRI 

are the Silk Road economic belt and the 21st century Maritime Silk route. The Silk road economic belt 

focusses on connecting China, central Asia, Russia and Europe. The Maritime silk route connects China 

to Europe through South China Sea and Indian ocean in one route and from China’s coast through South 

China Sea to South pacific.  

Other important projects of BRI are – the Eurasian Land bridge, China Mongolia Russia Economic 

corridor, China Central Asia West Asia Economic Corridor, China IndoChina peninsula economic 

corridor, the China Pakistan Economic corridor (CPEC), Bangladesh China India Myanmar Economic 

Corridor (BCIM) and Trans Himalayan connectivity network.  

Current status of BRI in the time of a Pandemic:  

According to Wang Xiaolong, director-general of the foreign ministry's international economic affairs 

department, almost a fifth of the projects under BRI have been “seriously affected” because of the 

pandemic. ("Majority of China's BRI projects adversely affected by Covid-19: Report", 2020) BRI 

projects are stalled or delayed. Countries are focussing on fighting the pandemic at the moment, halting 

projects in terms of financing, investments and negotiating BRI agreements.  

Projects in Malaysia, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan, Cambodia and Sri Lanka have put breaks or 

delayed their BRI projects. To name a few BRI projects that have been stalled or delayed are China 

Pakistan Economic Corridor, Cambodia’s Sihanoukville Special Economic Zone, the Payra Power Plant 

in southern Bangladesh, and the Port City development project in western Sri Lanka. ("Majority of 

China's BRI projects adversely affected by Covid-19: Report", 2020) 

In view of the long-term financial situation, countries are considering cancellation of the BRI projects 

and investments from China altogether. Implementation of the approved projects has been halted by 

travel restrictions. China has also been facing requests for debt relief. Maldives has sought 

to renegotiate its debt to China (Abdul Hadi, 2020) while Bangladesh has requested China to 

consider deferring payments. (Kannan, 2020) 

With reduced flow of capital, manpower and shifted priorities, progress in BRI is going to be majorly 

hindered in the next 12 to 24 months. Chinese economy has also been shrinking due to the corona virus 

pandemic. In the first quarter, Chinese economy shrunk by 6.8%. (Kannan, 2020) This shifts China’s 

 
2 Miriyala Samyukktha is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a Masters Student 

at the Jindal School of International Affairs 
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priorities towards its most important connectivity projects prioritising South East Asia and South Asian 

region. (Kannan, 2020) 

Current Progress among South Asian BRI Projects: 

Myanmar: 

China Myanmar economic corridor (CMEC), part of the New Yangon city project, is an important 

project of the BRI. The CMEC will connect Yunnan province in China to Mandalay in central Myanmar, 

Yangon New City in the south and the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone in the west. CMEC will 

give landlocked Yunnan province with access to the sea and will boost its economy. The CMEC would 

also strengthen China’s footprints in the Eastern part of the Indian Ocean and thus an important priority 

for China. (Chaudhury, 2020) 

Myanmar decided to involve international partners in the project. The government decided to open up 

the project for other foreign firms besides China Communications Construction Company (CCCC), as 
it does not want a single Chinese company to dominate and have monopoly over the mega project. This 

is seen as a setback for China. (Chaudhury, 2020) 

Cambodia: 

Sihanoukville Special Economic Zone (SSEZ) and the Phnom Penh-Sihanoukville Expressway are the 

two major projects of BRI in Cambodia. Local population are concerned about the transparency and 

quality of the project. There are also serious concerns regarding the growing debt that Cambodia owes 

to China which is 22.4% of its GDP (2017 figures). The first phase of development of both the projects 

are completed and the second phase of development of the project is currently underway. (Kha, 2019) 

Philippines: 

Irrespective of its territorial disputes with China, Philippines has been greatly dependent on Chinese 

loans. China has provided loans for projects like the Davao City Expressway, the Mindanao Railway 

and the Davao Coastline and Port Development Project. Most of the projects are delayed, and the 

domestic government is under pressure as these delays are creating a burden for the economic 

development of Philippines. (Grossman, 2020) 

Brunei: 

Significant projects under BRI in Brunei are Pulau Muara Besar Bridge and Temburong Bridge. The 

Pulau Muara Bridge was completed in 2018 and the Temburong Bridge in early 2020. The Chinese 

president now proposed to build the Brunei-Guangxi Economic Corridor in Brunei. ("Xi calls on further 

implementation of key projects between China and Brunei", 2019) 

Laos: 

Kunming Vietnamese Railway project is an important BRI project in Laos. However, there are 

reservations from the local people against the project that the project primarily benefits the Chinese and 

sidelines Laos interests and expectations from the project. With additional concerns regarding debt trap 

this project has been delayed from being completed in 2020 to 2021. (Lintner, 2020) 

Indonesia: 

The Jakarta Bandung High Speed Railway is one of the biggest projects by China. The project has been 

under a lot of scrutiny by the public and the project has been delayed multiple times. Indonesia has also 

been wary of the level of transparency in the loan provided by China and there are other land acquisition 

issues. Indonesian government expects the project to be complete by 2023 in spite of delays. (Diela, 

2020) 
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Malaysia: 

The East Coast Rail Line is one of the biggest BRI projects in the country. This was stalled by Malaysian 

prime minister on grounds of inducing debt trap. The project was renegotiated and original costs were 

cut. The terms and conditions of another project, the Bandar Malaysia mixed use transit system were 

also renegotiated and now Malaysia is an active supporter of BRI. (Lim, 2020) 

Thailand: 

The Kunming Singapore Rail link is an important project of BRI that passes through Thailand. Thailand 

government put the project on hold after protests erupted across the country. (“Thai Government Halts 

China's BRI Project", 2020) The government also has issues with the interest rate of Chinese loans 

being very high. ("BRI | Open Development Thailand", 2020) 

Vietnam: 

Irrespective of the disputes between China and Vietnam, there is a growing need for infrastructure in 

Vietnam. Vietnam allowed Chinese support in its Cat Linh Ha Dong metro line project. The project has 
been delayed for years, and still awaits discussions on the safety evaluation and operations. Vietnam is 

cautious in its dealings with China. ("Challenges for the Belt and Road Initiative in Vietnam", 2020) 

 

Current progress among South Asian BRI Projects: 

China Pakistan Economic Corridor: 

Out of 122 announced projects only 32 projects have been completed. Only $20 billion of the estimated 

$87 billion in funding has been spent. The completed projects are mostly in the areas of transport and 

energy sectors. Pakistan had high hopes on the CPEC project that it would give a great boost to its 

economy. However, the current progress is disappointing for Pakistan and also most of the special 

economic zones (SEZs) and information and communication technology (ICT) projects have been seen 

enough progress. ("Progress Update | China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) Official Website", 

2020) 

Bangladesh China India Myanmar (BCIM) Economic Corridor: 

The BCIM aims to connect southwest China’s Kunming city with Dhaka in Bangladesh, Mandalay in 

Myanmar and Kolkata.BCIM was not mentioned in the list of 35 corridors mentioned during the 2nd 

Belt and Road Forum (BRF). A joint statement issued at the end of the BRF mentioned only the China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), the Nepal-China Trans-Himalayan Multi-Dimensional 

Connectivity Network, and Nepal-China cross-border railway from the South Asian region. This raises 

speculation that BCIM has been dropped from BRI or is not an immediate priority for China. ("BCIM 

missing out of list of China's BRI projects", 2019) 

Trans-Himalayan Multi-Dimensional Connectivity Network: 

Trans Himalayan network is a cross-border railway venture and an economic corridor under the BRI 

between Nepal and China. Nepal Is very positive about Chinese investments in the country and is co-

operating for successful completion of the project. (Thakur, 2020) 
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CHINA’S ENGAGEMENTS IN 

AFRICA 
Medha Nibhanupudi3 

 

China has published two white papers on Africa, in 2006 and 2015. In stark contrast to the white paper 

of 2006 that reiterates that African states have the ability to develop independently, the 2015 paper 

places emphasis on the role of China in guiding Africa in its governance and growth owing to the 

former’s comparative advantages in a number of domains ranging from science and technology to media.  

Beijing’s closest strategic partners include Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania in East Africa; Angola, 

Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, and Zimbabwe in Southern Africa; Egypt and Sudan in North 

Africa; and Guinea and Nigeria in West Africa.  

China’s Political Engagement in Africa 

Exporting Authoritarianism through Party-to-Party Training and Engagements 

China propagates its model of authoritarian, state-led development through party to party trainings that 

it conducts in the African continent. These trainings serve the purpose of garnering China support and 

acceptance for its political values, governance and growth models.  Training programs that are 

conducted in China provide training and lectures on China’s controversial international policies.  

Political parties that participate in the training are eager to integrate the China’s governance system into 

their domestic political system. This desire is strong among governing parties that share China’s 

political values and ideology. Political parties that have participated include South Africa’s African 

National Congress, Ethiopia’s EPRDF4, the National Congress Party of Sudan, the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Movement of South Sudan, the South African Communist Party and the South West Africa 

People’s Organization of Namibia. China also finances political schools to educate African leaders on 

its growth and governance model. A political training academy, that would cater to ruling parties of 

Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe, is being built in Tanzania with 

financial support from China (Green, Nelson & Washington, 2020). 

Propagating techno-authoritarianism  

China exports its model of techno-authoritarianism by through the sale of advanced surveillance 

technology and training of African police and cybersecurity personnel. The sale of technology in 

telecommunications and digital technology and expansion of  tech firms such as Huawei, ZTE and 

Hikvision, through the “digital silk road,” has allowed it to dominate African tech market and facilitate 

the spread of techno-authoritarianism in the African continent. Zambia is enacting a legislation on 

 
3 Medha Nibhanupudi is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a Masters Student 

at the Jindal School of International Affairs 
4 In November 2019, Prime Minister Abiy was reported to have spearheaded an initiative to reform the 

EPRDF into a new political party called the Prosperity Party. On December 1, 2019, EPRDF was 

disbanded. In 2020, Prime Minister Abiy distributed Covid-19 supplies donated by Jack Ma, across Africa.  
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cybercrime and cybersecurity that would make positing information deemed to affect national security 

by jail time. Huawei technicians have aided governments in Zambia and Uganda5 in cracking down on 

dissent. In 2019, South African firm Vumacam announced that it would install 15,000 surveillance 

cameras in Johannesburg, the technology for which would be provided by  Hikvision, a firm that was 

added to the U.S. Entity List in October 2019 due to its role in the Chinese government’s crackdown 

against Uyghurs and other Muslim ethnic groups in China’s western Xinjiang region. The Ugandan 

President signed an agreement with Huawei for smart city surveillance project which includes building 

a new digital surveillance unit for the police force and installing street cameras in the capital, Kampala. 

(Green, Nelson & Washington, 2020) 

China Shapes Africa’s Media Landscape 

 China has also sought to shape the African media space to promote media narratives favorable to 

Beijing and its model of state-directed journalism. China seeks to promote narratives that are favorable 

to it by shaping the media in Africa. The Belt and Road News Network that was initiated in 2017 to 

promote the BRI comprising of 182 media entities, includes several influential African outlets  such as 

96 Independent Media (South Africa), Ethiopian News Agency (Ethiopia), This day Newspaper 

(Nigeria), Alintibaha Daily Newspaper (Sudan), Guardian Limited (Tanzania),  and Zambia Daily Mail 

(Zambia). China also finances trainings for African journalists and media figures in China to promote 

its ideology and narrative and legitimize the CCP and its model of governance (Albert, 2019).  

Digitizing Africa’s Media Space: A Critical Soft Power Tool for Beijing 

 China investment and support in modernizing Africa’s media from analog to digital technology has 

provided opportunity for it to influence Africa’s media space. The “10,000 Villages” program aims to 

provide digital satellite television to rural communities in 25 sub-Saharan African countries. 

StarTimes—a private firm that has close ties to the Chinese government is the sole contractor for the 

project. As of September 2018, StarTimes had nearly 20 million users in more than 30 African countries, 

including Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia (Green, Nelson & 

Washington, 2020).  

Securing Africa’s Support on International Platforms 

China has used its influence in African countries to secure diplomatic support on the international stage 

for its repressive domestic policies and disputed sovereignty claims. An important manifestation of this 

support is many African countries’ outright backing or tacit acceptance of China’s repressive policies 

that have otherwise faced strong international criticism. More than 20 African countries, most of them 

with significant populations of Muslims have publicly supported China’s mass detentions of Uyghurs 

and other Muslim ethnic groups in China’s western Xinjiang region.6 Tanzania and Uganda have 

publicly supported China’s repression of the Hong Kong protests in 2019. As of 2016, thirty-nine 

 
5 In August 2019, the Wall Street Journal reported that in 2018, Ugandan authorities enlisted Huawei 

technicians to assist them in penetrating the digital communications of Bobi Wine, an opposition member of 

parliament running against President Yoweri Museveni in 2021, leading to the arrest of Mr. Wine and dozens 

of his supporters. 

6 In July 2019, the following African states signed a letter publicly supporting China’s Xinjiang policies: 

Algeria, Angola, Burkina Faso, Burundi,  Cameroon,  Comoros,  the  Republic  of  the  Congo,  the  

Democratic  Republic  of  the  Congo,  Egypt,  Eritrea,  Gabon,  Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, 

Togo, and Zimbabwe. Subsequent signers included: Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Mozambique, Uganda, 

and  Zambia.  Catherine  Putz,  “Which  Countries  Are  For  or  Against  China’s  Xinjiang  Policies?”  

Diplomat,  July  15,  2019. https://thediplomat.com/2019/07/which-countries-are-for-or-against-chinas-

xinjiang-policies/ 
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countries supported China’s claims in the South China Sea considered to be illegitimate by the 

International Court of Justice in The Hague.7 China has used its clout to isolate Taiwan.  All African 

states except Eswatini (Swaziland) recognize China over Taiwan. Burkina Faso is the most recent to 

switch recognition in 2018 following which  Foreign Minister Wang visited the country and announced 

$44 million to the G-5 Sahel Force, a regional organization focused on security and development, of 

which Burkina Faso is a member (Green, Nelson & Washington, 2020). 

African countries support China’s actions and priorities at the UN. When China introduced resolutions 

that contained language aimed at revising human rights and governance norms in UN texts, a majority 

of African countries supported the resolutions. In March 2020, the support of South Africa and Russia 

were key to China in preventing a discussion on Covid-19 from taking place at the UNSC. In March 

2020, Beijing enlisted the aid of South Africa and Russia at the UN Security Council to halt an Estonian 

push for a discussion on COVID-19, which originated in China. China has also secured the support of 

African countries in securing leadership positions at UN bodies.  In March 2019, a Cameroonian 

candidate, who was backed by the African Union dropped out of the race for the leadership role at the 

FAO after Yang Jiechi, director of the CCP’s Central Foreign Affairs Commission Office, announced 

that Beijing would cancel roughly $78 million in Cameroonian debt owed to China. In June 2019, Qu 

Dongyu—China’s vice minister of agriculture and rural affairs was elected to head the UN Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO)was supported by African countries (Green, Nelson & Washington, 

2020). 

China’s Military Engagements in Africa 

China has conducted naval anti-piracy mission in the Horn of Africa since 2008. The Chinese Navy 

since maintained a continuous naval anti-piracy presence in the Horn of Africa. The PLAN deployed 

26 000 personnel to the region and has undertaken numerous maritime security operations. China 

contributes to peacekeeping missions of the UN Mission including the UN Mission in South Sudan, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia, Mali and Sudan. In 2017, China established a base in Djibouti. 

The base has barracks, a paved area and eight hangars for helicopters and unmanned aerial vehicles 

(UAVs), and naval facilities and a 450-metre pier that can accommodate naval flotillas, including large 

warships. The PLA’s Djibouti base contributes to securing China’s economic and security interests in 

Africa, the Middle East and along the Red Sea (DefenceWeb, 2019).  

China- Africa Economic Relations 

In 2016, trade between China and Africa was valued at US$128 billion. Since 2000, China has provided 

loans amounting to US$143 billion in Africa making China Africa’s largest bilateral creditor. In the 

Forum for China–Africa Cooperation that was held in Beijing in 2018, China offered Africa financial 

aid amounting to US$60 billion for development until 2021 (Venkateswaran, 2020). China’s financial 

assistance is provided through a combination of grants, aid, and loans (free or at low interest rates) 

without conditions (such as good governance) and offers returns- attractive for African countries with 

questionable records of governance. 

 

 
Wang  Wen  and  Chen  Xiaochen,  “Who  Supports  China  in  the  South  China  Sea  and  Why,” 

Diplomat,  July  27,  2016.  

https://thediplomat.com/2016/07/who-supports-china-in-the-south-china-sea-and-why/ 
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China has invested in 52 out of 54 African countries. It has entered into MOU’s with 49 of 54 countries 

with 22 countries situated in West Africa, 12 countries located in East Africa, 9 countries in Northern 

Africa and 6 located in Southern Africa. It must be noted that 34 (nearly 70 percent) of the 49 countries 

are located along the coast of Africa—16 in the West, eight each in the North and the East, and two in 

the South. The African Union signed an MoU with China on the Belt and Road Initiative. While the 

MoU’s are not legally binding, acknowledgment from the local government formalizes the investment 

and eases the process of investment. Further, signed MoU can result in a legally binding agreement. 

China is investing in ports along the coast of the Gulf of Aden, Suez Canal and the Mediterranean Sea, 

such as the Djibouti Port (Djibouti), Port Sudan (Sudan), Port Said-Port Tewfik (Egypt), Port Ain 

Sokhna (Egypt), Zarzis Port (Tunisia) and El Hamdania Port (Algeria). China’s connectivity projects 

(that account for 20 percent of its projects in Africa) link its industrial(that accounts for 10 percent of 

its projects) and energy projects(that account for 15 percent of its total projects) to infrastructure 

projects(accounting for 45 percent of its projects) along the coast of Africa (Bayes, 2020). China’s BRI 

projects serve to extract resources while transporting labour, goods and raw materials from a resource 

abundant Africa. 

While there are five countries (Eritrea, Benin, Mali, Sao Tome and Principe, and Swaziland) that have 

neither expressed support nor have signed an MoU with China, China continues to push to increase its 

investment creating a possibility for the mentioned countries to express support or sign an MoU in the 

future. China began investing in Eritrea’s Koka gold mine. China signed an agreement with Mali to 

finance two cross-country rail infrastructure projects that would connect the country to the coast.  

Further, China has signed agreements worth US$11 billion with Mali, to finance two cross-country 

railway projects intended to link the landlocked country to the coast (Venkateswaran, 2020).   

China continues to assert that its investments cater to the needs of the domestic population. However, 

the “win-win model of cooperation” that China places an emphasis on is not entirely accurate. While 

projects are implemented in consultation with local governments, there is widespread corruption within 

the bidding process8.  The local population is often relocated and resettled causing discontentment. 

Around 3 percent of Chinese projects in the healthcare and education sector only benefit the local 

population directly. China has implemented such development projects in Seychelles, Ghana and 

Comoros. There has been an increase in kidnapping and harassment of Chinese expats. At the same 

time, the local population has strongly criticized and expressed its discontentment against Chinese 

investment and projects for a variety of reasons ranging from failing to provide employment to local 

population to concerns of environmental destruction and increasing debt. 

 

 
8 As part of a deal to transition Zambia’s migration from analog to digital technology, Zambia’s state 

broadcaster formed a joint venture with StarTimes after securing a $273 million loan from the Export-Import 

Bank of China.113 According to David Shullman, senior advisor at the International Republican Institute, 

the joint venture, which violated Zambian competition laws,* would allow Chinese entities to effectively 

control the national broadcasting service.114 

 In Kenya, the Pan-Africa Network Group, an entity partially owned by StarTimes, won the right to be one 

of two broadcast distributors in the country’s migration from analog to digital technology in 2015 in a deal 

mired in allegations of corruption. 

 



 

 
 

Mapping China’s Strategic Actions                                                  Centre for Security Studies 13 

Cameroon Protests erupted in February 2015 against the demolition of houses for the 

construction of Kribi Deep-sea Port and a lack of guaranteed employment.  

Chad Protests erupted against Chinese presence that are accompanied by few 

jobs, low pay and harsh working conditions. 

 

Ghana The Environmental Justice Foundation based in Ghana started an 

investigation after claims by the local fishing community that 90 percent of  

its fleet of the Ghanian fishing community is owned by Chinese entities, 

who operate as Ghanaian entities to get around a domestic law that prevents 

foreign companies from operating in Ghana’s fishing industry. 

Nigeria In Nigeria, local protests erupted in April 2017 over the lack of 

compensation for buildings demolished for the construction of the Lagos–

Ibadan Railway Line.   

Kenya Protests erupted in 2016 regarding a 6-km elevated section of the planned 

Mombasa–Nairobi Standard Gauge Railway Line that was supposed to 

cross Nairobi national park. Following the protests, the government paused 

its construction.  

 

Kenya A coal power planned that was to be financed  financed with a US$ 900 

million loan from Industrial and Commercial Bank of China has been 

stopped, due to local protests that voiced concerns over environmental and 

economic viability.   

Uganda In 2017, local traders in Kampala protested against the presence of Chinese 

traders who they claimed were setting up small businesses instead of 

becoming serious investors for which they had moved to Uganda. 

Madagascar Protests erupted in 2016 after the demolition of a church and a school was 

proposed to accommodate mining activities by a Chinese enterprise Jiuxing 

Mines. Local fishermen are currently protesting China’s investment of 

US$2.7 billion investment in the country’s blue economy. 

Tanzania The construction of the Bagamoyo Port and industrial zone were suspended 

in 2016 after protests followed the relocation of 2,000 people. 

Source:9 Venkateswaran, L. (2020). China’s belt and road initiative: Implications in Africa. Retrieved 10 October 

2020, from https://www.orfonline.org/research/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-implications-in-africa/#_edn22 

 
9  

https://www.orfonline.org/research/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-implications-in-africa/#_edn22
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There are growing concerns amongst African countries over a rising debt trap.  The public debt in Sub- 

Saharan Africa increased from 34 percent to 53 percent between 2013 to 2017. Around 72 percent of 

Kenya’s external debt, which stands at US$50 billion accrues to China. Kenya is expected to pay around 

US$60 billion to China’s Exim Bank in the coming three years. If the country defaults on its loans to 

Exim Bank it could lose control of the Mombasa Port.  Djibouti’s public external debt to GDP has 

increased from 50 percent to 85 percent in a period of two years which is significantly high for a low-

income country.  A large proportion of this debt comprises of government-guaranteed public enterprise 

debt and is to be paid to the Exim Bank. It is estimated that China provided around US$1.4 billion for 

Djibouti’s major investment projects, equivalent to 75 percent of its GDP (Voice of Djibouti, 2019).  

Many African governments have announced the cancellation or postponement of major projects due to 

a variety of reasons. 

Zambia In February 2018, the Zambian government revoked a Chinese company’s 

licence to operate coal mines due to poor safety and environmental compliance. 

The Opposition in Zambia has also raised concerns over China’s debt trap as 

well as the Zambian government’s ability to service its existing debt, 

considering the slump in the price of its leading export, copper. 

Niger The CNPC’s contract is being revised by the Niger government citing bloated 

costs and unfair charges. 

Chad The operation of CNPC were shut down in 2018 by the government of Chad 

after it was discovered that the company was dumping excess crude oil and 

making Chadian workers remove it unprotected. 

Gabon Gabon withdrew the permit for oil field from Addax, a subsidiary of China-

owned Sinopec, and threatened to cancel permits to other fields, due to 

environmental missteps and irregularities in paperwork. 

Uganda The construction of the Kampala–Entebbe Expressway was postponed after 

concerns raised by the Opposition regarding rising debt trap. 

Sierra Leone The Sierra Leone government has cancelled the US$318-million Mamamah 

International Airport Project under the BRI. 

Egypt Talks on China Fortune’s US$20 billion investment in Egypt for land 

development in the new administrative capital (in the desert east of Cairo) are 

on hold after a disagreement between Egyptian authorities and the company. 

Morocco The launch of the new “Tech City Project” in Morocco by Chinese Haite Group 

has been delayed. 

Source: Venkateswaran, L. (2020). China’s belt and road initiative: Implications in Africa. Retrieved 10 October 

2020, from https://www.orfonline.org/research/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-implications-in-africa/#_edn22 

 

  

https://www.orfonline.org/research/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-implications-in-africa/#_edn22
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CHINA IN SOUTH CHINA SEA  
Joseph Punnen10 

 

The sea is the primary system for communication and transportation in Southeast Asia, the sea therefore 

offers the most efficient way to get around and get things done. So securing trade, docking, patrol and 

military rights through the waterways can mean all the difference in achieving prosperity and stability. 

As a result Beijing claims much of the South China Sea, based on an ambiguous map from the 1940s 

known as the nine-dash line, and it extends as far as 2000 kilometers from the Chinese Mainland, and 

the nearby coastal states disagree with the Chinese claims. In 2013, China launched a large scale 

reclamation program at seven locations in the Spratly Islands, sitting at the heart of the South China 

Sea, this is the most hotly contested area as it is also claimed by the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia and 

even Taiwan. Spratly Islands are known for its rich fishing grounds, and substantial quantities of 

hydrocarbon reserves. There is enough crude oil and natural gas to keep Chinese industries going for 

decades to come, and by 2016 it has already reclaimed about 3,200 acres of land atop seven reefs in the 

Spratly Islands that were partly submerged.  

The Fiery Cross island is one of the most contested areas in the South China Sea. It's a little more than 

one square mile in size and it's home to a Chinese military base. There's a 10,000-foot airstrip, an 

advanced radar station, a missile defense system, and about 200 troops. But the strangest thing about 

Fiery Cross Island is that in 2014, it didn’t exist. And neither did the six other Chinese military bases 

that have been built on man-made islands in the South China Sea. Several satellite images have surfaced 

since 2014 where Chinese ships were seen collecting around remote reefs in the Spratly Islands, an 

archipelago in the South China Sea. These ships are rapidly pumping sand and rock onto the reef. And 

less than a year later, the Chinese had seaports, air bases and buildings on their new islands and the 

world had taken notice. With these islands China is trying to claim one of the most important areas of 

ocean in the world, the South China Sea. 

The South China Sea is incredibly rich in natural resources It’s estimated to hold 11 billion barrels of 

oil, 109 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and 10 percent of the world’s fisheries. Most importantly, 30 

percent of the world’s shipping trade flows through the South China Sea to the busy ports of Southeast 

Asia. It's an extremely important body of water and right now five countries lay claim to some part of 

it. Most countries base their claims off the United Nations Law of the Seas, which says a country’s 

territory extends 200 miles off its shores, an area called the exclusive economic zone, or EEZ. Countries 

have exclusive rights to all the resources as it is their sovereign territory. Any area that is not in the 

purview of the EEZ is considered international waters and subject to UN maritime law, meaning it’s 

shared by everyone. Every country in the region, which includes Malaysia, the Philippines, Brunei, and 

Vietnam, bases its claim to the South China Sea on the UN’s EEZ laws — except China. 

Following the end of the second world war. China used this as an opportunity to claim the South China 

Sea by drawing this imprecise line on the map that encompassed ninety percent of the South China Sea. 

It became to be known as the nine-dash line. In 1973, when the UN law established EEZs, China 

reaffirmed its Nine-Dash Line, refusing to clarify the line’s boundaries and rejecting other countries’ 

claims. 

Since then, tensions have built around who rightfully owns the South China Sea and the dispute has 

been centered on the Spratly Islands. It's a remote barely inhabited cluster of islands currently claimed 

by China, Vietnam, the Philippines, and Malaysia. The Spratlys are both geographically and 

 
10 Joseph Punnen is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 



 

Mapping China’s Strategic Actions                                                  Centre for Security Studies 16 

symbolically at the heart of South China Sea. That's because any country that can claim the Spratly 

islands can extend their EEZs to include them and gain exclusive rights to the surrounding territory. 

They’ve asserted their claims by putting small buildings, ports, and even some people on what are 

essentially rocks in the middle of the ocean. Therefore, China began building up islands in 2014. By 

turning these rocks into military bases, the Chinese are now able to support hundreds of ships, bolstering 

their presence in the region. They are using fishing boats, surveillance ships, and navy destroyers to set 

up blockades around other countries’ islands and defend their own. This is all done very cautiously and 

in small steps in order to avoid sparking a wider conflict. 

China is using a strategy called “The Cabbage Strategy.” Where they surround a contested island with 

as many ships as possible. China sent several ships to Ayungin shoal, which is just 105 nautical miles 

off the coast of the Philippines, well within that 200-mile EEZ. The Philippines has eight soldiers 

stationed there and the Chinese ships sealed off the access to the Ayungin Shoal so that they won't 

receive their food supplies.  

Over the years the Chinese military installed extensive naval, air and missile systems on the several 

islands which they control. The exact details are still sketchy, but it is presumed that the islands of Fiery 

Cross, Subi, and Mischief now hold sophisticated air defence systems as well as barracks, helipads, 

runways and hangars capable of hosting dozens of warplanes. In addition, the island of Fiery Cross has 

a deep-water port where large vessels can dock. It is widely believed that China is also constructing 

deep water ports in other islands where it's possible. In essence these islands act as aircraft carriers 

projecting power across the periphery. To further cement it's claim to the area China's Coast Guard and 

maritime militia use non-naval vessels such as container ships and fishing vessels to harass foreign 

ships under the cloak of plausible deniability. It's a doctrine that makes the neighborhood think twice 

before entering Chinese claimed waters, but the policy stops short of escalating into an armed conflict.  

The more Islands they have the more ships they can support and more territory they can slowly take 

control of. And the Chinese cautiously use the cabbage strategy in the Spratly islands, taking over 

contested territory but in small steps avoiding the possibility of igniting a bigger conflict. But the 

disputes are intensifying. Countries are now actively arresting trespassers in waters that they claim, and 

China could go a step further. Publicly China insists that their intentions are not militaristic, but their 

actions say otherwise and it's heightening tensions in the region. 

China's expanding presence affects peripheral powers as well including India, Japan, and Australia 

which are all keen to secure their access to and from the South China Sea. Especially Japan has authentic 

concerns in the region, as an island nation with little natural resources, Tokyo's lifeline passes through 

the South China Sea. Thus, it is inevitable that Japan will emerge from its geopolitical sleep and reassert 

itself once more in Southeast Asia. Whereas for Beijing this is a serious complication because Japan 

will focus exclusively on their Chinese rivals as compared to the United States.  

About 320 kilometers southeast of Hainan Islands, there is a chain of reefs known as the Paracel Islands. 

It is disputed by China, Taiwan, and Vietnam. Here Beijing's interests are more obvious since the 

Paracel Islands form a defensive layer for Hainan Islands which hosts the Chinese nuclear submarine 

fleet. More importantly whoever controls the Paracel Islands and Hainan Islands at the same time, will 

gain the ability to cripple Vietnam by targeting its key hotspots and for decades Vietnam obstructed 

China’s quest for regional hegemony. Majority of the Paracel Islands are under Chinese influence, with 

the largest military base being on Woody Island and it is estimated that around 1400 soldiers are 

stationed there. Moreover, the Woody Island serves as China’s administrative capital of all the claimed 

island chains in the South China Sea. Since 2016, China has sought to normalize its presence on Woody 

Island by operating daily civilian flights to the island promoting tourist activities by adding a civilian 

element to the Island, Beijing hopes to showcase the territory as an authentic island with an economic 

life of its own. The goal is to achieve an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) around Woody Island.    

The Scarborough Shoal is another hotly contested area, its a triangle-shaped chain of submerged rocks 
and reefs. Due to its close proximity it was administered by the Philippines, until China’s forceful 

takeover, and since then the Scarborough Shoal has been a point of contention between Beijing and 

Manila. As part of a treaty between the U.S. and the Philippines, the U.S. is supposed to come in support 



 

 
 

Mapping China’s Strategic Actions                                                  Centre for Security Studies 17 

of the Philippines, however, the then U.S. President Obama refused to and chose to protest verbally 

against China, thereby deteriorating the relationship between Washington and Manila. For China, its 

presence on the Scarborough Shoal is all about securing access to the Pacific Ocean.   

A series of small islands surrounds the eastern edge of the South China Sea dubbed as the first island 

chain and to travel across it Chinese ships must sail through choke points that are vulnerable to 

interception by land, air or sea. For Chinese military officials, control over the first island chain is a 

necessity, if the country is to have any pre-emptive options in times of conflict. The controversial nine-

dash line is loosely based on the first island chain and thereby illustrates its historical strategic 

significance. The Philippines is the only state along the island chain that is weak enough to be 

subjugated or coerced into a political agreement. As such, China uses its presence on the Scarborough 

Shoal to subtly steer the behaviour of the Philippines and secure access to the Pacific, but in all 

likelihood the chain of reefs will remain a demilitarized zone for the foreseeable future. In July 2016, 

the international court at the Hague ruled in favor of the Philippines who charged China with invading 

their rightful territory in the South China Sea. Moreover, the court also stated that the economic and 

human activities were sustained through continued delivery of supplies from outside. As such the seven 

Chinese assets on the Spratly Islands failed to meet the legal requirements to be classified as an Island 

based on Article 121 of the UNCLOS. While China is a signatory to the treaty, which established the 

tribunal, it refuses to accept the court’s authority.                                       

This is where the United States comes in, for the U.S. the freedom of navigation is tied to America’s 

ability to project power abroad. Nearly 40% of China’s total trade passes through the South China Sea, 

and the U.S. could impose its terms on Chinese vessels sailing through the area. Over time such an 

imposition could cripple China’s economy and trigger social unrest across the country and such an act 

would massively affect the global economy as well. It's the policy of deterrence that hurts both the 

attacker and defender. However, the policy can only work as long as the freedom of navigation remains 

in effect, and to secure it America is conducting the Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs). 

These are naval maneuvers that set legal precedents and challenge the maritime claims. The law of the 

seas maintains that an innocent passage of a warship from one country through the territorial waters of 

another with the condition that the transit vessel refrains from any sorts of military actions. For the last 

couple of years, the U.S. Navy has been engaged in a series of FONOPs, meanwhile the Chinese Navy 

reacts by tailing the American vessels demanding that they leave China’s EEZ. These tit-for-tat actions 

have been going on for years.      

Such actions also highlight the irony of the Great Powers. The United States is not a signatory to the 

UNCLOS, but it seeks to enforce international regulations on everyone else. On the other hand, China 

does recognize the treaty but blatantly violates the rules. This just proves that in geopolitics the strong 

get to bend and break the rules. As a global naval power, America has the ability if not the intent to 

constrain China’s growth. It makes sense that Beijing feels exposed and vulnerable, which is why it’s 

expanding its military footprint in the South China Sea. Meanwhile, the United States seeks to restore 

the status quo as it grows increasingly insecure of China’s rising power. However, the time is on China’s 

side. As military and missile technologies advances it will become increasingly harder to dislodge the 

Chinese from the area and it will allow Beijing to take up new positions to bypass the influence of the 

U.S. Some officials argue that it is in the interests of the United States to act sooner rather than later, 

meaning America should apply physical force against China. Such a pattern is similar to ‘Thucydides 

Trap’ where the rising power challenges to eclipse the ruling one. China embodies a rising Athens 

whereas America is similar to the Sparta that seeks. The only way to escape the ‘Thucydides Trap’ is 

to take a step back and redefine their relationship. So far, the disputes in the South China Sea have not 

become violent but countries are starting to defend their claims by increasing troop numbers, 

weaponizing their territory and provoking each other. It's a complex situation that will continue to gain 

international attention for better or for worse. 
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MODERNIZATION OF THE PLA 
Arms and Equipment 

Hussainpur Sai Charan11 

 

 

After the 1975 Chinese military campaign against Vietnam, China realized the need to modernize its 

armed forces, as the campaign exposed some critical weaknesses in the domains of command, logistics 

and communications on the Chinese side. One of the biggest flaws proved to be the lack of coordination 

among the forces. The denial and the absence of close air support for the Chinese land offensives against 

Vietnam forced the PLA (People’s Liberation Army) to rely more on artillery fire support as a substitute 

and laid bare a crucial gap in the PLA’s effective prosecution joint operations. But China soon began 

to make amends in its military strategies. One of its earliest inspirations to make changes in its structure 

came from the Gulf War and the Taiwan Strait Crisis of the 1990s; two demonstrations of U.S. military 

power in its hemisphere (Maizland, 2020).  

Soon after, the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) acknowledged that it lacked the technology to wage a 

modern war and prevent foreign powers from intervening in the region. Drawing inspiration from the 

military sophistication of the US, China began making alterations to its organizational structure. In 

recent times, Xi Jinping’s rule has proved to turn the course of military modernization of China. With 

ambitions of the ‘Chinese dream’, Xi aims to complete the modernization process by 2035, and also to 

make the PLA a “world-class force” that can control the Asia-Pacific and “fight and win” global wars 

by 2049 (Nwogu, 2020). Although the CCP has not defined what a “world-class” military means, within 

the context of the PRC’s national strategy it is likely that Beijing will seek to develop a military by mid-

century that is equal to or in some cases superior to the U.S. military, or that of any other great power 

that the PRC views as a threat (Office of The Secretary of Defense, 2020).  

As per Henry Boyd, a Research Fellow for Defence and Military Analysis, China aims to achieve its 

goals through a two pronged approach- mechanization and informationization. Even though neither the 

PLA nor the Chinese authorities have given an interpretation for these terms, it is said that the nation 

aims to meet its mechanization target by 2020 and continues to make significant progress in the field 

of informationization. This timeline was publicly laid out in the 2008 Defence White Paper and was 

recently reiterated in Xi’s speech at the 19th Party Congress in 2017 (Boyd, 2019).  

This kind of strategy clearly depicts that China is aiming to catch up with its rivals on the international 

front, whilst narrowing the gap between technology and execution by pursuing both the objectives 

simultaneously. Additionally, China’s strategy is to complete its military modernization by 2035 by 

adopting a comprehensive military modernization program, as well as fulfil its dream of becoming a 

“world-class” military by the end of 2049. Having set such targets, China can be seen working towards 

these objectives at a quick pace. One of the best indicators of their efforts, is the increase in defence 

spending in the last ten years. Given the economic expansion faced by the nation in the 21st century, 

China has maintained a healthy balance between its defence expenditure and GDP. However, it is 

difficult to ascertain these numbers due to the lack of transparency in the Chinese defence budgets 

(Bommakanti & Mann, 2020). 

 

 

 
11 Hussainpur Sai Charan was a Research Intern at the Center for Security Studies and a Masters 

Student at the Jindal School of International Affairs 
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Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Share of GDP 1.9% 1.8% 1.8% 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 

Share of Govt. 
Expenditure 

7.6% 6.8% 6.6% 6.5% 6.6% 6.1% 6.0% 5.9% 5.6% 5.4% 
 
 

Source- Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Military Expenditure Database, 

“Data for All Countries 1949-2019”, Stockholm. 

 

Till date China has downsized its army over eleven times. Considering the fact that China is known for 

its largest standing army, thus this downsizing indicates that the PRC is more focused on the quality of 

its forces than the quantity. This shift from “quantitative” to “qualitative” would mean that the nation 

is attempting to optimize its forces. In addition to that, China has also made alterations in the recruitment 

process of the forces. It aims to increase the number of college graduates in its ranks, who would be 

better equipped to handle high- tech equipment. This has seen a certain degree of success, with the 

number of college graduates recruited increasing from a mere 38,000 in 2008 to around 150,000 in 2014 

(Bommakanti & Mann, 2020). This is the highest number of college recruits to be ever inducted in the 

PLA. Apart from that the PLA is also aiming to rebalance its ratio between officers and men, by 

reducing the number of officers in deputy positions and adopting a system of civilian employees 

("Chapter III Revolution in Military Affairs with Chinese Characteristics", 2020). Additionally, the 

PLA has also focused on acquiring new technologies to renovate its logistics and support systems in 

order to improve its Teeth-to-Tail ratio. 

But Chinese efforts have not just been limited to optimizing and restructuring of the PLA. As part of its 

grand scheme of modernization, China also adopted the process of indigenization of its equipment. For 

a long time, China was heavily dependent on the Soviet for its defence resources. However, there has 

been a significant change with that regard, as China aims to build its own weapons. China’s PLA Navy 

(PLAN) has a total of 777 naval assets which include two aircraft carriers, 36 destroyers, 52 frigates, 

50 corvettes, 74 submarines, 220 patrol vessels, and 29 mine warfare crafts, whereas the PLA Rocket 

Force (PLARF) are estimated to have a total of 104 missiles which include the Dong Feng (DF) – 31A, 

DF-31 and DF-21 missiles (Pant & Mann, 2020). As per the Made in China 2015 initiative by China, 

most of the military equipment will be developed within its borders.  

This includes both research, development and assimilation. However, China has not compromised on 

the quality of its equipment and provides the best to its forces. This has resulted in the production of 

indigenous weapons such as the QBZ-95-1 and the QBZ-95B-1 5.8mm carbine assault rifle, along with 

the Type 05 Suppressed Submachine Gun. Another important addition to the PLA is the ZBD-04, the 

latest in the PLA infantry fighting vehicle range which provides the PLA with the capability to operate 

both as an independent vehicle and with other tanks in the PLA arsenal (Bommakanti & Mann, 2020). 

Additionally, China is also aiming to improve its delivery systems with respect to its rocket force and 

is investing in HGVs as a faster means of delivery.  
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MODERNISATION OF THE PLA(N) 
Arms, Equipment and Vessels 
Rayan V Bhagwagar12 

 

Since its formation in 1929 as part of the maritime fighting force of the Chinese communist party, the 

People’s Liberation’s Army Navy’s capabilities have transformed from a civil-war era brown-water 

force into a truly formidable blue-water naval armada. In modern times, it has also been working on the 

development of its green-water capabilities i.e. its amphibious and coastal warfare capabilities. Chinese 

ambitions in the maritime sphere were initially aimed at securing the first and second chains of islands 

that surrounded China’s coastline and prevented direct PLA(N) access to the Pacific. However, over 

the years, the Chinese have grown to expand their sphere of assertion to the broader Indo-Pacific. Under 

the paramount leadership of Xi Jinping, the communists and their armed forces have set forth a goal of 

transforming their selves into a fully-professional and “world-class” armed force by the end of the first 

half of this century. 

One can say that if the recent policies of rapid modernisation are to have a face, it would be that of the 

dictatorial Premier of the country: that of Xi Jinping. In the area of domestic politics, he has firmly 

established himself to remain the leader of the country until his last breath, bypassing amendments in 

the constitution that removes the two-term limit for Presidency. Having a strong grip over his positions 

as General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, President of the People’s Republic of China and 

the Chairman of the Central Military Commission, the paramount leader is seen to be ramping up an 

aggressive, expansionist agenda supported by the rapid modernisation of the military. 

Beijing’s aggressive expansionist policies have already been noticed in Ladakh this year but have since 

long before been active in the South and East China Seas. Its navy is also becoming increasingly active 

in the Indian Ocean Region. In August 2017, operations began in the PLA Support Base Djibouti, 

establishing a permanent Chinese presence in the Gulf of Aden and beyond. Policy theories such as the 

String of Pearls are being actively realised with the development of ports in Pakistan, the Maldives, Sri 

Lanka, Bangladesh and Myanmar. 

In recent years, Chinese maritime doctrines have evolved into ‘Offshore Defence’ strategies, with three 

main objectives. First, to resist seaborne aggression; second, to protect national sovereignty; and third, 

to safeguard maritime rights. All of these include deterring foreign aggression and enforcing the 

sovereignty of Chinese waters, regardless of it being truly sovereign or disputed. PLA(N) doctrine for 

maritime operations focuses on six offensive and defensive campaigns: 

• Blockade 

• Anti-sea lines of communication 

• Maritime-land attack 

• Anti-ship 

• Maritime transportation protection 

• Naval base defence 

In August 2020, the PLA(N) became the largest navy in the world, with an overall battle force of 

approximately 350 ships and submarines including over 130 major surface combatants. In comparison, 

the US Navy’s battle force is approximately 293 ships as of early 2020 (Office of the Secretary of 

Defense 2020). The Chinese have engaged in an extensive arms race, rapidly building new classes of 

warships in high quantity, with the 2049 end goal soon becoming reality. 

 
12 Rayan Bhagwagar is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a Masters Student at 

the Jindal School of International Affairs 
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Fleet Structure 

The People’s Liberation Army Navy has three fleets to fill in for the three major maritime theatres of 

China: namely, the North Sea Fleet, the East Sea Fleet and the South Sea Fleet. 

The North Sea Fleet 

Headquartered at Qingdao, Shandong province, the North Sea Fleet is commandeered by one Vice 

Admiral Lu Yujjie. Back in the 1970s, with the souring of ties between the USSR and the PRC, the 

NSF was handed the responsibility of safeguarding North-eastern China (Manchuria) from Soviet 

invasions from their Far East territories and from amphibious invasion armadas. In modern times, the 

fleet operates in the Bohai and Yellow Seas, policing its waters with the Korean peninsula and Japan 

The fleet currently operates: 

• 9 Destroyers 

• 11 Frigates 

• 7 Corvettes 

• 15-20 Diesel-Electric Submarines 

• 5 Nuclear Submarines (4 SSN + 1 SSBN) 

• 5 Landing/Amphibious Assault Ships 

• 3 Replenishment Ships 

The East Sea Fleet 

The East Sea Fleet is based at Dinghai, Zheijang province. It’s commanding officer is one Vice Admiral 

Wei Gang. The ESF has historically been deployed in operations to deter the JMSDF and undermine 

Japanese sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands and in the East China Sea. The ESF also operates in 

furtherance of undermining Taiwanese (ROC) sovereignty in the region.  

The fleet currently operates: 

• 11 Destroyers 

• 18 Frigates 

• 10 Corvettes 

• 7 Diesel-Electric Submarines 

• 13 Landing/Amphibious Assault Ships 

• 4 Replenishment Ships 

• 1 Rescue & Salvage Ship 

The large number of landing/amphibious assault ships is descriptive of China’s intentions in the region, 

be it on Senkaku or Taiwan. 

The South Sea Fleet 

What can be called the most notorious of the three, the South Sea Fleet is based in Yulin on Hainan 

island province. It’s commanding officer is one Vice Admiral Wang Hai. The SSF and the ESF have 

engaged in combat previously. The NSF, however, even though given precedence in the past, has not. 

The SSF has engaged in combat in the South China Sea, with the Vietnamese in the past: in 1974 in the 

Battle of the Paracel Islands and in 1988 in the Battle of Johnson South Reef in the Spratly Chain In 

modern times, the SSF has played a crucial role for Xi’s and the CCP’s ambitions to gain control and 

prowess over the South China Sea, undermining the sovereignty of smaller and weaker neighbouring 

states through military might and coercive means. The SSF is also currently the only PLA(N) fleet that 

operates an aircraft carrier – the Liaoning. 
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The fleet currently operates: 

• 1 Aircraft Carrier 

• 11 Destroyers 

• 17 Frigates 

• 12 Corvettes 

• 8 Diesel-Electric Submarines 

• 17 Landing/Amphibious Assault Ships 

• 6 Troop Carriers 

• 9 Replenishment Ships 

• 1 Hospital Ship 

 

Vessels of the PLA(N) 

Type 001/002 

The Type-001 Liaoning and Type-002 Shandong share similar design plans. The Liaoning was in fact 

the Varyag, a soviet Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier given to the Chinese. The Shandong was the 

result of the Chinese reverse-engineering the former Varyag. The Shandong is supposed to be bigger 

than the Liaoning and will be able to carry within its decks a larger number of aircraft. The two carriers 

are capable of operating the following aircraft: 

• Shenyang J-15 carrier-based fighter aircraft 

• Sukhoi Su-30 MKK multi-role fighter aircraft 

• Chengdu J-10 multi-role fighter aircraft 

• Changhe Z-18 Helicopter (Anti-Submarine Warfare & Advanced Early Warning configuration) 

• Harbin Z-9 Multipurpose Helicopter 

The vessel is armed with some self-defence systems. It has Hongqi HQ-10 Surface-to-Air Missiles and 

Close-In Weapons Systems (missile defence system). The Liaoning is currently deployed with the South 

Sea Fleet. The upcoming Shandong, which is currently in sea-trials phase, could possibly be deployed 

with the East Sea Fleet. 

Type-003 

While the Type-002 has barely entered service and another under construction, the Chinese have been 

rapidly increasing their naval production, with the design and beginning of construction of the successor 

Type-003. The Type-003 will be a larger vessel, at an estimated 85,000 tons and carry 40 aircraft. 

However, the carrier will be smaller than the US Navy’s ‘super-carriers’ i.e. the Nimitz Class and Gerald 

R Ford Class (rated at 100,000 tons). 

Unlike its predecessors, the Type-003 will be CATOBAR13 instead of STOBAR14. China’s next carrier 

will use EMALS15, a system which is currently used only by the US Navy’s Gerald R Ford Class Carrier.  

Speculation suggests that the carrier may be able to operate: 

• Shenyang J-31 Stealth Fighter which is developing VTOL capabilities 

• UCAVs such as the Sky Hawk 

• Xi’an KJ-600 

 

 

 
13 CATOBAR: Catapult Assisted Take-Off But Arrested Recovery 
14 STOBAR: Short Take-Off But Arrested Recovery 
15 EMALS: Electromagnetic Aircraft Launch System 
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Type-072 

The current mainstay of PLA(N) amphibious landing operations is the Yuting-II Class of Assault 

Carriers. The vessel class has a displacement of 3,430 tons and cooperate at a full load of 4,800 tons. 

This means that it can carry upwards of 1,000 tons of equipment and troops 

It can carry about: 

• 5 medium tanks 

• 8 cargo trucks 

• 250 fully armed troops 

It also has facilities to operate one helicopter, such as the medium sized Changhe Z-8 and Z-18 

helicopters. However, it does not have hangar facilities to stow a helicopter. This is an aging vessel 

built in the 1980s and is gradually to be phased out by its successor class. 

Type-071 

The Yuzhao-class is the intended replacement for the ageing Type-072 class of vessels of the PLA(N) 

and may soon become the new mainstay of PLA amphibious operations. Six of these vessels are already 

in active service. The vessel has a well-deck which can be submerged to accommodate smaller craft to 

enter the vessel, allow the boarding of troops and equipment, and carry them to the beach (assuming 

the case of an amphibious invasion). 

The vessel is capable of carrying: 

• 800 fully armed troops 

• 15-20 ICVs (ZBD-05), Medium tanks and MBTs 

• 4 Hovercraft (Type-726 Yuyi), Landing craft (Type-067 Yunnan) 

The amphibious transport dock can also carry 4 Changhe Z-8 transport helicopters in its hangars. The 

Type-071 is armed with 1 Naval gun, 4 CIWS and 4 tube-launchers. 

Type-075 

The Yushen-Class landing helicopter dock is going to further revolutionise the PLA(N)’s amphibious 

warfare capabilities. The vessel weighing 40,000 tons will be able to carry 30 combat (Changhe Z-10) 

and 4 multi-purpose (Changhe Z-8) helicopters. While three are under construction, one is already being 

fitted out for sea trials. 

Speculative reports suggest that the carrier could also be converted to operate UCAVs such as the Sky 

Hawk and maybe even VTOL aircraft. The vessel, like the Type-071, also has a well-deck which can 

be flooded for boarding/launching hovercraft and other landing craft for amphibious assault operations. 

It is to be armed with 1 CIWS and an unspecified number of HQ-10 SAM systems. 

Type-055 

The Renhai class of stealth destroyers is among the latest addition to the PLA(N)’s surface fleet. 

Currently, one vessel of the class is in active service, while 7 more are being fitted out. While the PLA(N) 

classifies it as a destroyer, at 13,000 ton it is large enough to qualify as a cruiser. 

The vessel comes with a vast array of weapons platforms including: 

• 130 mm smoothbore Naval Gun 

• CIWS 

• Several VLS tubes for SAMs, Anti-Ship and Anti-Land Cruise Missiles 

• Missile-launched torpedo systems 

The vessel also has a hangar which can accommodate helicopters such as the Harbin Z-9 and Changhe 

Z-18. 
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Aircraft of the PLA(N) 

Xi’an H-6 

The Xi’an H-6 is the PRC’s main strategic heavy bomber, mainly used by the PLA Air Force. It is the 

Chinese license-built version of a cold war relic – the Soviet designed Tupolev Tu-16 (Badger-E). The 

aircraft has been upgraded in recent times and now has the capability to: 

• Refuel mid-air 

• Launch BVR Air-to-Surface Cruise Missiles such as the Dongfeng DF-21 Anti-Ship Ballistic 

Missile and the Chang Jian CJ-10 land-attack cruise missile 

• Operational range increased to a reported 6,000 km 

• Nuclear strike capability 

The bomber has recently been deployed in the South China Sea region. It has been spotted landing at 

the newly developed PLA bases in the Spratly chain in recent times. This means that the aircraft is 

capable of reaching targets as far as the eastern Philippines and as far west as the mouth of the Malacca 

strait. 

Xi’an KJ-600 

The Xi’an KJ-600 is one of the latest aircraft to roll out of China’s factory floors. Like many other 

equipment, it is a copy (Northrop Grumman E-2 Hawkeye); Unlike many other equipment, it could be 

better. The aircraft recorded its first flight in August 2020, and can probably change the dynamics of 

Chinese aircraft carrier power projection 

Reports also suggest that Chinese advancement in radar technology has helped them to be able to detect 

stealth aircraft such as the Lockheed Martin F-22 Raptor and the F-35 Lightning II; radars which could 

be used to detect said aircraftThis comes at a time when Americans and their allies in the Indo-Pacific 

are purchasing and operating the new F-35s. 

 

Missiles 

YJ-12 Eagle Strike 

The Yingji YJ-12 is a supersonic anti-ship cruise missile with a range of 400 km as per the US Naval 

War College. PRC sources have mentioned its speed to be in the range of 2-3.2 Mach. It can be launch 

from surface launchers (both terrestrial and maritime) as well as from aircraft (such as the Xi’an H-6). 

It is the standard use anti-ship missile deployed in the PLA(N). In 2018, reports and satellite images 

indicated their deployment on the Big Three (Subi, Mischief and Fiery Cross) reefs of China’s bases in 

the Spratly chain. With its given range plus that of the Xi’an H-6, the missile can strike Andaman & 

Nicobar Islands. 

Df-21 East wind 

The Dongfeng 21 is a medium range ballistic missile and is perhaps the most lethal missile in the PLA’s 

inventory. It is operated exclusively by the PLA Rocket Force. It can be launched from land, underwater 

and its variants can also be launched from air (Xi’an H-6). It can be used with both nuclear and 

conventional warheads and has a range of 1,770 km and an operational speed of Mach 10. 

It is called the ‘Carrier-Killer’ and according to the United States Naval Institute the missile could 

destroy a supercarrier in a single strike, and the US Navy lacks any form of defence against it. 
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PLA STRUCTURAL CHANGES 
Organizational Reform 

Kritika Karmakar16 

 

China’ first steps towards military modernisation were observed during the 1980’s and the 1990’s. Since 

then there have been regular renovations with respect to both defence policies and equipment. Moreover, 

these refurbishments have taken a new turn under Xi Jinping. Under Xi Jinping’s rule, Chinese 

ambitions are no longer limited to expanding their economic ventures, but have also extended into 

modernising the Chinese military. The Chinese National Defence White Papers that were released in 

2015 and 2019 have come under major scrutiny due to the phenomenal changes that it proposed with 

regards to the PLA (People’s Liberation Army) structure and its operations. These amendments have a 

significant impact on the international community as the PLA has not seen such major restructuring 

since 1949. The PLAA (People’s Liberation Army Army), was downsized by 300,000 soldiers. This 

was an interesting alteration as the Chinese are known for having the largest standing army in the world. 

However, this cut back was compensated for, by increasing the size of the PLAN (People’s Liberation 

Army Navy) and the PLAAF (People’s Liberation Army Air Force). Additionally, there has been a 

heavy emphasis on the modernisation of the PLAN and the PLAAF along with creating better synergy 

between the intelligence wing and the armed forces. However, the focus of this report shall be on the 

various bureaucratic as well as structural reforms made in the PLA. 

Bureaucratic Changes 

One of the most significant changes was made with regards to the bureaucratic structure of the PLA. 

The Central Military Commission (CMC) is the highest military leading body of the Party under the 

leadership of the Communist Party of China's (CPC) Central Committee and is a key element in the 

decision-making process which controls China's 2.5 million strong armed forces (Pike, n.d.). In the past, 

the CMC supervised four main departments- General Staff, General Political, General Logistics and 

General Armament (Rappai, 2017), which served as the operational and decision-making authority of 

the PLA. However, after the 2016 reforms that were carried out under Xi Jinping, these four departments 

have been reorganised into fifteen functional offices, committees and departments. Even though the 

distinction between these three types of organisation is not clear, they all come under the direct 

command of the Chairman of the CMC- Xi Jinping. Handing over more power to the CMC for the 

unification of the PLA’s operational and administrative command (JI, 2018) as well as the direct control 

exercised over the military by Xi, is clearly a strategic move to bring the military closer to the Party’s 

ideologies. Xi’s association with the PLA in the capacity of Chairman of the CMC, indeed places him 

in a position of power. This tactical action of bringing the PLA closer to the CPC (Communist Party of 

China)’s ideologies can be seen in Xi’s insistence that china’s two million strong army shall obey the 

commands of the CPC (Xi Jinping insists on PLA's absolute loyalty to Communist Party, 2018). Xi is 
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trying to increase ideological control by emphasizing the importance of political work and the military’s 

“absolute obedience” to the Party (Wuthnow and Saunders, 2013). 

However, this restructuring has reflected the desire of the PLA to conduct the joint operations 

capabilities- where the actions of the PLAN, PLAA and PLAAF can be better synergised with the 

intelligence and cyber warfare wings of the PLA (Bommakanti and Kelkar, 2019). The PLA strives to 

be capable of fighting and winning “informatized local wars” – regional conflicts defined by real-time, 

data-networked command and control (C2) and precision strike (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 

2019). Hence, a better synergy among its various departments could bring their ambitions to fruition. 

This synergy also extends to enhanced cooperation with regards to joint training, logistics and doctrinal 

development within the various departments. Prior to the reforms, the PLA Army did not have its own 

service headquarters, and its administrative functions were carried out by the four General Departments 

(Garafola, 2016). PLA’s service headquarters are transitioning towards the “organise, train and equip” 

(Cordesman & Kendall, 2016) strategy.  

But these modifications with respect to the command structure association among departments can also 

play out differently on the field. Earlier local commanders enjoyed a certain degree of autonomy with 

regards to the decision making in their respective military region. However, given the centralisation of 

power most decisions will be made under the guidance of the CMC, thereby decreasing the role of local 

commanders.  

Structural Reforms 

Apart from the major administrative alterations that were carried out, another noteworthy modification 

was made with regards to the theater commands.  China had initially begun with 13 military regions in 

1955, and this number gradually kept decreasing to 11 military regions in 1970 and seven by 1985. As 

per the new changes, the establishment of five new theater commands was announced by the Chinese 

government. They are namely - the western Theater Command (WTC), Eastern Theater Command 

(ETC), Northern Theater Command (NTC), Southern Theatre Command (STC) and Central Theatre 

Command (CTC).  These Theater Commands are demarcated based on the regional crisis experienced 

in the region. Each theater command is equipped with its own army, navy and airforce components and 

is tasked with responding to security threats from their strategic direction (Allen, Corbett & Blasko, 

2016). Apart from these major changes that were brought about, one of the lesser known alteration was 

highlighted by some sources. There has been a reduction in the size of the militia units. Even though, 

the militia does not directly come under the PLA structure they are one of the three elements of the 

Chinese armed forces (Allen, Corbett & Blasko, 2016). These units are generally commanded by local 

PLA headquarters. The official documents presented by the Chinese government do not explicitly 

mention this information, however, the decrease in militia units could signify that there is a possibility 

of lowering the number of local PLA headquarters.  

Apart from the various rearrangements made in the PLA, there have been a few additions as well. The 

two most noteworthy incorporations have been of the PLARF (People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force 

and the and the PLA SSF (People’s Liberation Army Strategic Support Force). As per official reports 

the Strategic Support Force is ideally supposed to work on domains of space, cyber and electromagnetic 

warfare. However, the details on the functioning of the SSF have not been clearly elucidated by the 

authorities. The formation of the SSF clearly shows the importance that China places on information 

warfare. In addition to the SSF, the Second Artillery Force (SAF), which controlled China's nuclear and 

conventional missile forces, was now been elevated to a service and renamed the Rocket Force (PLARF) 

(Garafola, 2016). The establishment of the PLARF hints towards the importance that the PLA lays upon 
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the use of nuclear force. Even though Xi has stated that the PLARF will act as “China’s core force for 

strategic deterrence” (Jash, 2019), it does not eliminate the potential threat of nuclear war. Additionally, 

the PLARF is closely associated with the theater commands, thereby reinitiating China's intention of a 

synergised defence force.  

Use of Academic Institutes and Private Organisations 

Unlike other major powers of the world, china does not have one consolidated organisation in charge 

of intelligence and espionage activities. However, the government banks on civilian facilities and 

private institutions for gathering information. These mainly include universities, think tanks and private 

business enterprises that have direct links with either the PLA or the CMC. One advantage of making 

use of civilian facilities is that the government can employ the Chinese diaspora living abroad for 

intelligence purposes. Besides both the CMC as well as the PLA actively engage in training and 

recruiting spies and drawing on military attaches around the world. 

However, China's tactics for gathering information through its population has been used for a long time. 

The ministry of state security (MSS) is China’s main civilian intelligence agency which was formed in 

1983, it is responsible for counterintelligence, foreign intelligence, as well as domestic surveillance and 

intelligence for national security (Gan, 2018). The MSS has close ties with various significant research 

organisations. One of the primary ones being China’s Institute for Contemporary International Relations 

(CICIR). Even though the CICIR’s website provides a list of its activities as a research institute it does 

not offer specific details about its affiliations with the MSS (Open Source Center, 2011). However, 

there have been accounts where the CICIR has routinely carried out information assessments based on 

inputs that it received from various sources for the MSS. One instance that sheds light on this close 

association is the election of Geng Huichang as the minister of state security from 2007-2012. Geng 

Huichang had also been the President of CICIR from 1992-1998.  

In the post reform era, things haven't changed much with this respect. Xi Jinping has made it clear on 

many occasions that he wishes to bolster more research and educational institutes so that they can 

contribute to the military development of the nation. In order to make this possible, Xi has also initiated 

the reorganisation of the Academy of Military Sciences (AMS). As per the new changes the AMS 

reports directly to the Central Military Commission (CMC), from which it receives tasking and to which 

it submits reports (Wuthnow, 2019). One of the key reconfigurations made in the AMS in the post 

reforms era was the merging of six research institutes that were previously subordinate to the PLA’s 

former general departments. Similar to the alliance between the CICIR and MSS, the AMS too shared 

close ties with the current of the PLA SSF, Lt. General Gao Jin, who had also been the President of 

AMS.   
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UNDERSTANDING CHINESE MEDIA 

CENSORSHIP: From Ming to Jinping 
Vatsala Mishra17 

Arun Teja Polcumpally18 

 

“Until they become conscious they will never rebel, and until after they have rebelled they cannot 

become conscious.” (Orwell, 1949, p. 82) 

“...The real power. The power we have to fight to for night and day, is not power over things, but over 

men.” (Orwell, 1949, p. 299) 

If to paint a dystopian picture or the near future of China, one has to read George Orwell’s 1984.  

How can one be sure that Big Brother is not Watching you? 

These sentences are taken from the classic dystopian novel 1984 authored by George Orwell in 1949. They 

show the strength of psychological control in establishing a complete hegemonic control the society. In the 

realm of international relations, Robert Jervis asserts the same through the concept of signaling and 

perceptions (Balzacq & Robert, 2004). However, in this article, the focus would not be on the external 

perception control but rather on the Chinese internal perception control, i.e. on their nation. It provides a 

brief understanding of the media censorship of China which is present historically and also constitutionally.  

Today, in China, incidents such as the psychological isolation of Liu Xiaobo - who is the promulgator of 

the pro-democracy charter and an active participant in the infamous Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 

(frontlinedefenders, n.d.), torture of foreign media personnel, mysterious disappearance of human rights 

journalist Ding Lingjie (Committee to Protect Journalists, 2017), the ongoing ethnic dominance on Uyghur 

community, and the recent crackdown on the liberties of Hong Kong - present us a faint picture of 1984 

novel. It would not be an exaggeration to apply the slogans of the fictional Ministry of Truth ‘War is Peace, 

Freedom is Slavery, Ignorance is Strength’ to the Chinese way of societal perception control.  

Chinese communist party has strict control over the behavior of the public, which is of course not on 

the level of George Orwell's dystopian country airstrip one, but compared to the present-day liberal 

ideology or even to India, it is an un-wished reality. India has a skeptic eye on the Chinese firms and it 

has taken a preventive strategy to ban most of the android-IoS applications which are alleged to feed 

Indian citizen’s data back to the CCP.  This substantiates the institutional control over the data.  

Apart from what liberal scholars or even Lutyen’s Delhi talk about, China seems to be very peaceful 

regarding the censorship and surveillance with its media. What made the peoples of China so patient? 
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Is that the threat by the regime or getting oppressed is there in their psyche?  We shall find answers to 

these questions through the following sections.  

Historical Peek into Chinese Control of the society 

Not today nor during the times of Mao has this control freak behavior originated. It was in existence 

since the establishment of the Ming dynasty rule which brought the Confucius rule to China (Mishra, 

2018). The period 1370s until the 1450s (Ming Dynasty) is known to be the darkest period for the 

Chinese intellectuals. There was continuous repression of political dissent in literary history. Poets and 

scholars were forced to work in the imperial house and do the chores of official documentation. Not 

just the individuals, the entire family used to get punished for even mere suspicion of any member being 

against the political authority. One such incident from history was that of Gao Qi.   

Gao Qi is a member of Suzhou (It is originally a name of the place) artists also known as Four Literary 

Giants of Suzhou who gave the various famous pieces including the Lion Forest Garden. Zhang Yu 

(1335-1385), Yang Ji (1334-1383), Xu Ben (1335-1380), and Gao Qi possessed exceptional literary 

talent which was arrogantly not promoted by Hongwu Emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang, who was the first 

emperor and the founder of the Ming dynasty. The reason behind this was the fear of losing political 

control over the public.  

When Wei Guan became the new prefect of Suzhou by rebuilding his office in the area occupied by 

Zhang, Gao Qi, wrote a poem for the new perfect, congratulating him for his success. This made Zhang 

furious, leading him to take extreme steps. Zhang ordered to execute Gao Qi, Wei Guan, including the 

other two poets publicly. Such assassinations were carried out with vague reasons making people hide 

their resentment. Many such incidents are showing the historical existence of strict perception control 

and censorship in China. 

Media Control - Violations of Rights 

Such severe public control has been carried down to modern societies. This nature of political repression 

and intolerance towards any opposition to the power has been coded into the constitution of China. 

When the internet was launched in 1994, there was surprisingly no censorship. Well, after the launch 

of the Golden Shield project in 1997, the entire blueprint of the internet has been changed (Chandel, 

Zang, Yu, Sun, & Zhang, 2019). This project was one of the 12 projects introduced by CCP to keep an 

eye on China. This section highlights the constitutional provisions for the censorship of media and 

information which opposes the political and social order. The Regulation on Administration of 

Publication19 restricts the actions of the press because of the four cardinal principles of the Chinese 

constitution. These four cardinal principals are mentioned within 'state, social, and collective interests' 

of Article 5 of the constitution (Zhang, 2012). They were framed by Deng Xiaoping in 1979 which 

states that (Chinese Posters, 2016)  

1. We must keep to the socialist road  

2. We must uphold the dictatorship of the proletariat  

3. We must uphold the leadership of the Communist Party  

 
19 This is the regulatory body that overlooks the publications across the country. There are other regulatory 

bodies which overlook the online content, News media, television broadcast, etc.   
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4. We must uphold Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought  

If these are the restrictions on the level of the regulatory body, even the bottom-up approach to dissipate 

information in the internet age appears impossible. Article 25 of the constitution provides the publishers 

with a list of contents that are strictly prohibited. They include 'incitement to secession', 'sabotage of 

national solidarity',' disclosure of state secrets', 'promotion of obscenity, superstition or violence' and, 

harm to social morality and excellent cultural tradition of the nation' (Zhang, 2012). Article 8 categories 

these acts which are ‘manufacturing ethnic conflict and incitement to secession’ through ‘fabrication or 

distortion of facts’ or ‘publication or spreading of words or speeches’ (Ibid). 

It is nowhere clearly mentioned to what writings will lead to sabotaging the national solidarity or 

revelation of the state's secrets. The list of contents is vague and is not well defined. Due to its vagueness, 

authorities can easily catch hold of the publisher at any point blaming him for the violation of the rules. 

Anyone trying to publish whatever the thoughts she carries has to think twice. With the uncertain criteria 

of what opposes national security, one cannot think aloud on social media.   

If anyone wants to just voice their opinion to the public without registering as a press or media agency, 

it would have been easy in liberal countries. They would just shout on twitter or to be much more serious, 

they would open their blog. But that is not easy in China as all the domain names have to be approved 

from the Ministry of Industry and Information (MIIT) if it involves any business. In general, they have 

to get ICP (Internet Content provider) license which is again a government agency. These websites are 

hosted in the Chinese servers subjected to constant surveillance.  

Article 9 of State Security Law defines state's secret as anything related to 'state security and interest, 

the disclosure of which may damage the state security and interest in political, economic, defense, 

diplomacy and other areas’ that includes ‘secret matters in the major decisions of state affairs’ (clause 

1); ‘secret matters in national economy and social development’ (clause 4); and ‘state secret matters of 

political parties’ (Zhang, 2012). 

If a media agency has applied for registration and has got rejected, it is considered a suspected entity 

and would also be considered illegal (Mishra, 2018). 

All these restrictions encourage people to self-censor their thoughts and actions. 

By the end of 2012, came a "with Document No. 9, another secret circular that identified seven crucial 

ideological dangers, including the promotion of Western constitutionalism, universal values, civil 

society, neoliberal economics, freedom of the press, historical nihilism, and challenging Socialism with 

Chinese characteristics. What’s important to note is, the Internet and the academia were asserted to be 

the vantage points of these ideological risks (Hays, 2013). Now, the general public and academic 

research have also been restricted.   

As if this is not sufficient, the New Hong Kong Security Law has made the situation worse. On the 

pretext of putting an end to the violent protests and bringing back Hong Kong’s stability, China passed 

this legislation. What’s surprising is that the contents of the bill were not made public even after the 

legislation has been passed (Porter, 2020). They were released to national media outlets and it is the 

only source to would know its contents. According to a BBC report, this legislation criminalizes 

subversion, secession, violence against people and public property, and any collusion with foreign 

entities undermining the national government. It is important to understand the term subversion – 

'undermining public authority.' This means one cannot criticize, question authority. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-52765838
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-52765838
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It has been like this form Ming to Jinping 

Tracing back to the existence of censorship from the Song dynasty (960-1279) to date, it is very clear 

that China does not want to lose control over its people. From the dynastic rule to contemporary political 

leadership, censorship has always been a tool of oppression. Despite the difference between every leader, 

censorship has always existed as a common trait for everyone.  

The constructed self- censorship in Chinese society shows that - truth, criticism, and freedom cannot 

exist together. The fear of being examined and punished has forced people to restrict their ideas before 

they emerge. If people are threatened and forced to self-censor themselves, there will be no political 

participation from their side at any level. Even school classrooms have surveillance cameras and their 

access is with the party. Now even kids have to be conscious of their behavior. 

This censorship is managed by the large forces which work under the whims of the Chinese government. 

There are some contents which people are not allowed to discuss or to make fun of. This includes the 

criticism of the regime, state policies, or any leader. People are also advised not to discuss any political 

incident which has raged the air of discontent between the public and the government. Though we see 

this aspect of Chinese media as a restriction imposed on its people, on the other hand, it shows that this 

is the way the Chinese government has been working on. 

What seems constraint to us might be a normal thing for Chinese which is not even worth discussing? 

Apart from what western scholars talk about, China seems to be very peaceful regarding the censorship 

within its media. What made them so patient? Is that the threat by the regime or getting oppressed is 

there in their psyche? The answer to these questions is that it is both. Further, it has been substantiated 

from the historical trace of censorship which has been normalized in Chinese society.   

It will not be wrong to say in the words of Alejandro Jordoirowski - “Birds Born in a Cage think flying 

is an illness.” 
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CHINA’S SPACE CAPABILITIES  
An Overview 
Grace Cheema20 

 

As the Race for Space raged on, the clamber to develop space and counterspace capabilities and 

establish space dominance sparked a space security debate which gave rise to four schools of thought: 

space nationalism, global institutionalism, social interactionism and technological determinism (Moltz, 

2019). China’s own space strategy appears to be driven in part by space nationalism which rests on 

geostrategic competition and political realism and in part by global institutionalism and social 

interactionism resting on its space cooperation efforts. The creation of the PLA’s Strategic Support 

force in 2015, however, has drawn increasing attention to military aspects of China’s space nationalism. 

Given this context, it is worthwhile to explore the development of China’s military space program and 

its tenets.  

Space Infrastructure and Organisation 

As China developed long-range weapon systems through the 2000s, the necessity for fielding a 

sophisticated Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance, and 

Reconnaissance (C4ISR) system became apparent. With its constellation of Beidou navigation satellites 

and other dual-use communication and relay satellites, China had developed a nascent C4ISR system 

by the end of the decade. In contrast, however, the PLA’s operational structure for space and cyber 

domains remained stagnant throughout the years. The creation of the PLA’s Strategic Support Force 

(PLASSF) in December 2015 removed these inherent organisational silos. In the pre-reform period, 

China’s space program relied on the roles played by the General Armament Department (GAD) which 

overlooked the RD&A, operations, launch centres and telemetry, tracking, and control (TT&C) 

facilities and by the General Staff Department (GSD) alongside several civilian organisations like the 

State Administration for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense (SASTIND) and the 

China National Space Administration (CNSA). With the reformation, the PLA’s SSF stood at the 

forefront of China’s Space Program. 

Neither a service nor a unified command, the PLASSF is not instituted as an independent force but one 

to support theatre command operations. The structure includes a Space Systems Department 

overlooking space operations and a Network Systems Department overlooking information operations. 

Overseeing at least six corps deputy leader-grade operational commands, the Space Systems 

Department is directly responsible for space launch operations, TT&C facilities as well as Space C4ISR. 

The PLASSF’s space launch operations are carried out from four launch facilities. The first launch 

facility, the Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center (PLASSF Base 20), is the primary platform for launches 

to the low-Earth orbit (LEO) with LongMarch-2C, LongMarch-2D, and LongMarch-4 rockets as well 

as crewed space missions on the CZ-2F. The second launch facility, the Taiyuan Satellite Launch Centre 

(PLASSF Base 25) supports launches to the LEO and the sun-synchronous orbit (SSO) and is a key 

facility for testing intercontinental ballistic missiles and overland submarine-launched ballistic missiles. 

 
20 Grace Cheema is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a Masters Student at the 

Jindal School of International Affairs 
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The third facility, the Xichang Satellite Launch Center (PLASSF Base 27), is the primary facility for 

launching broadcast, communications and meteorological satellites into geostationary orbit. Reports 

suggest that Base 27 may also oversee operations from the Wenchang Spacecraft Launch Center which, 

owing to its low-latitude, allows for a marked increase in payload necessary for heavy-lift launches. 

Notably, recent reports also indicate the construction of a fifth launch facility off the coast of Haiyang 

city. Developed by the China Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation (CASC), the country's 

largest aerospace contractor, this off-shore mobile launch facility will be a base for sea launches of 

light-lift rockets and satellites (Jones, 2019).  

 

(Source: National Defense University Press, 2018) 

China’s launch and recovery process is augmented by its well-established Telemetry, Tracking, and 

Control (TT&C) network composed of control centres, ground observation stations and vessels 

deployed in three oceans. The two main control centres for Space Situational Awareness and Control 

(SSA) are the Xian Satellite Tracking and Control Center and the Beijing Space Command and Control 

Centre. Additionally, China has at least one mobile system and seven Yuanwang-class tracking ships 

which offset their higher costs compared to other approaches with the flexibility they offer in 

deployment. In a bid to reduce vulnerabilities from issues of reliable access, China is also investing 

heavily in Space-based SSA. Of importance here are the Tianlian [天链] series of data-relay satellites 

which were launched to reduce reliance on foreign tracking stations and offer significantly better 

coverage from their geostationary orbit than ground-based stations.  

Satellite Capabilities 

Fifty years after launching its first satellite, the Dong Fang Hong-1, in 1970, China now stands at the 

second place amongst space-faring nations with 207 launches conducted between 2010- 2019 and 363 

active satellites as of March 2020 (China Power Team, 2019). Of the 2666 known active satellites in 

Earth’s orbit, 13.6% are operated by China compared to the 49.8% by the United States and 2.3% by 

India. Most of China’s launches have been carried out by the Long-March series of rockets which 

registered a success rate of 95% in 2019 (CPT, 2019).  

Space-Based ISR 

China’s robust ISR fleet, which includes more than 120 systems, can be used for both military and 

civilian purposes in remote sensing, surveillance and intelligence collection. These include electronic 
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reconnaissance satellites able to monitor radio and radar transmissions from other naval fleets in the 

Indo-pacific including the United States. Of particular importance is the Yaogan series of high-

resolution optical and radar reconnaissance satellites. China’s 15 Yaogan-20 military satellites operate 

in groups of three, which gives it the advantage of being in close formation and thereby pinpointing the 

precise source of an electromagnetic signal, and have a high-revisit rate which allows for near-

continuous global coverage of any naval activity relating to Chinese interests. This makes the series 

central to China’s naval ocean surveillance system and its Anti-ship Ballistic Missiles (ABM) system 

focused around an area denial strategy for a potential Taiwan conflict. These systems augment China’s 

Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) and Electro-Optical (EO) capacities which besides the Yaogan, are 

also reliant on the Gaofen series. The most recent of these, the Gaofen 11-02, was launched from the 

Taiyuan facility in September 2020 and has a resolution of better than 1 meter. It is also expected to 

provide information security for the Belt and Road Initiative (B. Rui, 2020).  

Navigation Satellites 

China’s Beidou global satellite navigation system took its shape over three generations of satellites, 

with the first being launched in 2000. The first generation consisted of two geosynchronous satellites 

which had limited coverage of the Asia-Pacific region. The Beidou-2 system shifted the system from 

active to passive positioning. By 2012, the system contained five GEO satellites, five inclined 

geosynchronous orbit (IGSO) satellites and four medium-earth orbit (MEO) satellites. The final satellite 

for the completion of the Beidou global satellite navigation system was launched in June 2020. The 

impetus for establishing the system was military in nature and arose from two key events: First, the 

bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade using satellite-guided weapons by the United States; 

Second, the inability to guide its second and third missiles into the Taiwan strait in 1996 because of 

their reliance on the USA’s GPS. The completion of the Beidou system has removed these 

vulnerabilities arising from reliance on the GPS. The system offers two services: free civilian service 

which could allow Chinese entities to track users and a licensed service made available for the PLA and 

its military partners which thus far only includes the Pakistani military. The PRC has also actively used 

Beidou facilities to promote the ‘Information Silk Road’ and has collaborated with Russia to promote 

the civilian application of the system in the corridor.  

Military Communication Satellites 

Chinese military communications in the early years relied on leased civilian transponders from 

commercial communication satellites. The Chinese military’s SATCOM capacity has, however, taken 

more sophisticated forms over the years. Two systems of satellites are used Chinese entities to secure 

military communications: the Fenghuo and the Shentong. The Fenghuo series provides tactical 

communications in the C-Band and Ultra-High Frequencies for the PLA with secure data and voice 

links between ground stations. The second satellite of the second-generation Fenghuo geostationary 

satellites was launched in 2015. The Shentong series of satellites includes strategic communications 

systems providing steerable Ku-band spot beams. The ChinaSat-9A satellite was launched in 2017 and 

carries a specially designed beam for the South China Sea to ensure direct-to-home coverage. The most 

recent of these satellites was launched in January 2019. Speculation regarding their military purpose 

hinges on the fact that very little information has been shared regarding these series and the China 

Satellite Communications Co. Ltd did not mention some of them in its list of satellites. As of July 2020, 

at least six of the thirty-four Chinese communication satellites in the geostationary orbit are likely to be 

dedicated military satellites (Dahm, 2020).  
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Counterspace Capabilities 

While China has not yet published an official Counterspace strategy, it is understood that its 

Counterspace doctrine is by and large focused on deterring and countering U.S. space capabilities and 

assets. While the PLASSF is not reported to have full and direct control over all of China’s 

Counterspace Anti-Satellite (ASAT) facilities, it does have control over certain components. 

Specialised units are now being trained in direct-ASAT weapons with the SSF. China’s capabilities 

extend across four categories of Counterspace weapons:  kinetic physical, non-kinetic physical, 

electronic, and cyber. 

Kinetic Physical  

Kinetic physical attacks are aimed at directly damaging space or land-based space assets of adversaries. 

China successfully conducted its first direct-ascent ASAT test of an SC-19 missile system in 2007 on 

an ageing Chinese satellite in the LEO, producing around 3000 pieces of debris which threaten space 

operations of all nations till this day. While China has not conducted another debris-producing direct-

ascent ASAT test since then, China is reported to have tested dual-use technologies which while 

primarily intended for peaceful purposes, can easily be used for Counterspace operations in times of 

conflict. In 2013, China tested its DN-2 ASAT missile test which clearly demonstrated its ability to hit 

assets in the particularly vulnerable geosynchronous orbit but which Beijing claimed was a high-altitude 

scientific experiment. China has also developed several satellites with rendezvous and proximity 

operations capabilities which could be used for co-orbital Counterspace operations (Harrison, et al., 

2020). In 2008, the BX-I, a miniature imaging satellite positioned itself in orbit around its mother 

spacecraft and thereafter intercepted the International Space Station (ISS) within 45kms of distance, 

albeit the manoeuvre was claimed to be unintentional. In 2010, the SJ-12 satellite conducted close 

proximity manoeuvres around another which were speculated to demonstrate co-orbital jamming 

capabilities. China is also reported to have tested satellites with robotic arm fittings in, another dual-use 

technology which, while used for debris-removal and serving in peacetimes, can easily be used to 

damage other space assets. China can also carry out kinetic physical Counterspace operations with its 

conventional forces by attacking ground stations with ballistic missiles or long-range strike aircraft. 

Non-Kinetic Physical 

Non-Kinetic physical attacks seek to damage adversary space-assets through electromagnetic pulses, 

high-powered lasers, and high-powered microwaves without direct contact. In 2006, U.S. imagery 

satellites over the Chinese territory were illuminated by lasers which, though did not cause direct 

damage, clearly demonstrated China’s capacity for using directed energy in Counterspace operations. 

This is augmented by the fact that the SSF also includes electronic-warfare oriented forces. Reports also 

indicate that China has directed-energy weapons located at least five centres, including one in Xinjiang 

(Bhat, 2019).  

Electronic  

Electronic Counterspace operations, rather than target inflicting physical damage, attack the means by 

which space systems handle data through either jamming or spoofing communications. China has 

developed its jamming systems significantly since the 1990s when it first acquired jamming systems 

from Ukraine. These systems are likely to be under the PLASSF Network Systems Department. Of 

noticeable importance is the PLA’s jamming systems placed in the South China Sea. China has installed 

jamming systems in at least two locations in the Spratly Islands.  In addition, Chinese spoofing activity 
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has been identified across twenty locations, including Shanghai and Quanzhou (Goward, 2019). Of 

these, fourteen spoof-circle locations are oil terminals which led many to believe that this may be aimed 

at concealing oil trade with Iran following U.S. sanctions. These spoofing circles showed ships shifting 

locations every few minutes around the circumference of stable centres. The unusual circular shape of 

GPS spoofing indicated highly sophisticated spoofing technologies at play.  

Cyber 

The extent of China’s focus on cyberattack capabilities can be easily gauged from its stress on 

Information warfare. Cyber attacks against satellites and ground stations are key to establish control in 

the early stages of a conflict. In October 2007 and July 2008, two U.S. satellites were attacked by 

Chinese entities through a ground station in Norway (Wolf, 2011). In 2008, Chinese hackers gained 

sufficient control of NASA’s Terra Earth Observation Satellite to issue commands to the satellite 

(Harrison, et al., 2020). 

Conclusion  

China’s space capabilities and objectives are clear indicators of the increasing regard that space power 

warrants in its overall national doctrine. Chinese thinking on space power has remained consistent for 

nearly two decades. The space domain is an intrinsic area of China’s military endeavours in not just 

deterring weapon attacks but also in deterring countries from being engaged in its conflicts. This is 

furthered by the fact that the success of China’s space program is often seen as tied directly to the CCP’s 

legitimacy. Although this leaves ground for possible conflicts resulting from political engagements, this 

also leaves greater freedom of action for the PLA. Chinese military behaviour in outer space is 

ultimately contingent on the international regulatory framework governing the code of conduct. The 

weaponization of outer space and the likelihood of conflict rests on the dynamics of confrontation and 

cooperation between major space-faring nations on the Outer Space Treaty. Given China’s stance of 

opposing military conflict in space while at the same time enhancing its own capacity to do so, China’s 

behaviour in the Space domain is likely to remain centred on its strategy of compellence.  
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CHINA’S CYBER CAPABILITIES   

Warfare in Other Domains 

Zeus Hans Mendez21  

 

The fact that China has sought to establish both electronic and technological dominance earlier than 

others will prove to be critical in its usage of cyber warfare in the near future.  It is said that cyber 

warfare will be to the 21st century what nuclear was to the 20th. Now, this conception of cyber warfare 

shows how cyber warfare has a much broader significance to national and international security, ranging 

into areas beyond the military such as economy, diplomacy and social development. This has infact 

been quoted by a number of Chinese military analysts as well. The Chinese defense whitepaper of 2019 

and before echoes these views in emphasizing the importance of cyber capabilities in the face of “war 

evolving towards informatized and intelligent warfare.” China’s Ministry of National Defence in fact 

describes the objectives of its cyber capabilities to include: “cyberspace situation awareness, cyber 

defense, support for the country’s endeavors in cyberspace, and participation in international cyber 

cooperation.”  

The gulf war has essentially been seen as a turning point for China because in 1993 itself China changed 

its military strategic guidelines to include winning local wars in conditions of modern technology as the 

basic aim of China’s military reform. China’ strategy was further altered to “winning local wars under 

conditions of informationization” in 2004 as China underscored that “informationization has become 

the key factor in enhancing the warfighting capability of the armed forces.” This has also been seen an 

essential tool in the operationalization of China’s psychological warfare today. 

An essential objective also includes the securing of China’s own information infrastructure; on which 

it has become increasingly dependent upon. China’s dominance will depend on its technological 

developments. There is no doubt that other countries have also partaken in cyber-attacks as has been 

clear from the Stuxnet virus incident or Russian meddling in Ukraine in 2014. However, while China 

may still lag behind the US, its capabilities may have already surpassed the capabilities of others. In 

1997, the Central Military Commission set up a 100-member elite corps in an effort to devise ways of 

hacking into the computer systems of its adversaries. The PLA has since created the Strategic Support 

Force in 2016 which is a theater command-level organization established to centralize the PLA’s 

strategic space, cyber, electronic, and psychological warfare missions and capabilities. The SSF will 

play a key role in Xi Jinping’s dream of making the PLA mechanized, informative and a world-class 

army. 

Through this, it is believed that the PLA has obtained the capabilities of jamming networks and sensors 

essential to the operations of businesses, governments and militaries. The official documents and 

statements made by PLA, regarding the SSF, have been ambiguous to say the least. However, analysts 

speculate that the role of the unit will not be limited to the merely cyber regulation and space 

development as specified, and might delve into aspects of psychological and information warfare as 

 
21 Zeus Hans Mendez is Centre Coordinator at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the 

Jindal School of International Affairs 
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well. The SSF oversees two deputy theater command-level departments: the Space Systems Department 

responsible for military space operations, and the Network Systems Department responsible for 

information operations (IO), which include cyber, electronic and information warfare operations. One 

of the many reasons for the establishment of the SSF was China's need to better integrate its EW 

(electronic warfare) and CW (cyber warfare) forces, especially with their ground forces. In this regard, 

the PLASSF is likely generating synergies by combining national level cyber reconnaissance, attack, 

and defence capabilities in its organisation. 

With regards to structural functioning, the head of the PLA SSF is Lt. General Li Fengbiao, who 

succeeded the first SSF Commander, General Gao Jin in March 2019. His past roles include Deputy 

commander and Chief of Staff, Central Theatre Command (2016-2019); Deputy Commander Chengdu 

Military Region (2014-2016), among other designations. The Political Commissar of the SSF is General 

Zheng Weiping; and its Deputy Commander and Chief of Staff is Lt. General Rao Kaixun.22  The 

Network Systems Department is headed by Deputy Commander, Lt General Zheng Junjie. This 

department operates five theatre designated technical reconnaissance bases, most of the former General 

Staff Departments, Third Department’s (3PLA’s) numbered bureaus, the former GSD 56th, 57th, and 

58th Research Institutes, and elements of the GSD Fourth Department (4PLA). Additionally, the 54th 

Research Institute and the Information Engineering University have also been transferred to the NSD, 

underscoring the SSF’s role in intelligence, cyber and electronic warfare missions.  In fact through these 

divisions, China not only conducts research and supposed espionage missions but also actively partakes 

in psychological warfare activities. Seen from this lens, the main driver for the creation of the SSF is 

the desire to consolidate, coordinate and achieve efficiency between all of the PLA’s information 

warfare capabilities within one organization.  

Along with this, there have also been instances of cyber espionage as has been alleged by the United 

States and others on multiple occasions. These include allegations from Australia, India and Canada. 

China has been accused of government and military cyberattacks in which intellectual property has been 

stolen. The country's advancements, are cause for concern, especially seeing that it has elevated its 

warfare to a strategic level by creating the capabilities to conduct cyber-attacks, not only on computer 

networks but according to analysts also on satellites and other critical units. Even Chinas very latest 

introduction of the 5G network is seen as a highly controversial product and is suspected of possessing 

capabilities which could be essentially destabilizing to other countries. In this regard, as has been 

highlighted by reports above China has in fact created the potential for global cyber networks though a 

number of satellites which it has steadily launched into space. 

It is also alleged that China uses State-backed hackers which are facilitated by the PLA and transformed 

into cyber warfare unites. These hackers are apparently integrated into the PLA under the guise of 

security experts or software engineers, but in fact carry out other EW operations. Additionally, in 

domestic management China has a supra-ministerial policy coordination and consulting body called the 

Cyberspace Administration of China; an organization which is the central internet regulator, censor, 

oversight and control agency of the PRC. It was founded in 2014 and since then has consolidated hold 

over all of China’s domestic cyberspace, conducting a number of crackdowns in censoring and 

regulating cyber content. 

Additionally, a unique aspect of Chinese Cyber Warfare capabilities is the integration of civilian 

institutions with the military. Though integration of civil-military power has always been a hallmark of 

 
22 Collated information on SSF hierarchy at Adam Ni, Gill B. 2019. “The People’s Liberation Army 

Strategic Force.” China Brief Vol 19 (10). James Town Foundation. https://jamestown.org/program/the-

peoples-liberation-army-strategic-support-force-update-2019/ 
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China, use of civil cyber capabilities will directly help the PLA; a phenomenon not seen in many other 

countries. This was formalized in January 2017 with the establishment of the Central Commission for 

Integrated Military and Civilian Development, with civil-military cyber integration being identified as 

one of the core missions of the new centre. Along with this, Chinas biggest civil telecommunication 

companies are also believed to be integral elements of China’s cyber-espionage system. This includes 

firms like Huawei and ZTE which receive preferential funding for research and development. There is 

also believed to be cooperation with the use of Beidou technology which can be later be used for 

intelligence. China’s cyber warfare capabilities essentially pose a significant threat to businesses and 

governments alike.  

Indian officials believed that such attacks have already been used against the country; such as in the 

crash of the Northern India Power grid in 2012 along with the defacing of the webpage of the Indian 

Space Research Organization in 2012 again. More importantly, it is also believed that China has also 

attacked aspects of the Indian military. In 2017, a Sukhoi Su-30 aircraft crashed on the India-China 

Border under highly suspicious circumstances. The inquiry carried out by the Indian Airforce revealed 

the fact that the aircraft was downed through cyberattacks for which China is believed to be instrumental.  

There were also allegations of some government email accounts being hacked. The hackers particularly 

targeted three central government ministries including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of 

Defence and the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting. Two groups were identified by a few cyber 

firms, these were Gothic Panda and Stone Panda. The former has a track record of targeting strategic 

sectors such as defence, aerospace, telecom, transportation, manufacturing, construction and 

engineering. Meanwhile, Stone Panda - a notorious expert group known for trade secret theft — has 

been actively involved in stealing supply chain information. They are both believed to be affiliated with 

the Chinese government. In a 2018 report to India’s National Security Council Secretariat (NSCS), 

almost 35 percent of cyber-attacks were attributed to China. The situation has not improved since then. 

India was one of the most cyber-targeted countries in the world in 2019 with thousands of cyber-attacks 

originating from China alone. Other cyberattacks have originated from Slovenia, Ukraine and Mexico. 

While most cyber-attacks include attacks for personal, financial gains, there is no denying the fact that 

a large number target India strategically and undermine the national security as well. 

Nonetheless, in overall assessment, if evaluated through looking at - technological research and 

development (R&D) and innovation capabilities; information technology industry companies; internet 

infrastructure scale; influences of internet websites; cyber military strength; and comprehensiveness of 

cyberspace strategy; China is still behind the US in most areas. But the fact that it is behind the US only 

minimally puts it way ahead of India at least. Even though India has managed to accelerate its growth 

in the fields of nuclear and space technology, it has been relatively lacking behind in the areas of cyber 

and electronic warfare. Given the PLA’s improved stance on the issue, it would be only a matter of time 

before it becomes a threat that is too incomprehensible for India to tackle; a fact that India needs to 

account for. 
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