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Preface 

The purpose of this report is to examine how China’s approach to deterrence signalling 
is evolving along with its expanding objectives, growing military capabilities, and the 
availability of new communication channels, such as Chinese- and English-language social 
media. As China’s pursuit of its goals becomes more assertive, one critically important 
question for analysts and policymakers in Australia, the United States, and other regional 
countries is how to interpret China’s changing approach to deterrence signalling. This report 
is intended to contribute to a better understanding of deterrence and countercoercion across 
domains in the Indo-Pacific region at a time of increased friction and strategic competition 
with China. In particular, it presents a framework to evaluate China’s changing approach, 
one that is intended to enable analysts and policymakers in Australia, the United States, and 
other countries to appropriately characterise, interpret, and respond to Chinese deterrence 
signalling. 

This research received funding under the Australian Department of Defence Strategic 
Policy Grants Program. All views expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the Australian Department of Defence. The research was 
conducted within the International Security and Defense Policy Center of the RAND National 
Security Research Division (NSRD). NSRD conducts research and analysis for the Office of 
the Secretary of Defense, the U.S. Intelligence Community, U.S. State Department, allied 
foreign governments, and foundations. For more information on RAND Australia, or to 
contact the director, please visit www.rand.org/australia. 
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Summary 

In Xi Jinping’s ‘new era’, Chinese ambitions are increasingly global, its behaviour is 
increasingly aggressive, and its military is increasingly a leading edge of national power. So, 
too, is China’s approach to deterrence signalling changing in this ‘new era’. In recent years, 
China has shown that it takes a comprehensive approach to deterrence and deterrence 
signalling, one that is based on the use and attempted integration of multiple instruments of 
national power—not only military strength but also economic leverage and diplomatic 
influence. As China’s increasingly blatant use of economic coercion and diplomatic bullying 
in recent years demonstrates, Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leaders view nonmilitary 
instruments as strong options for sending messages to China’s rivals and competitors, but 
there is clear evidence they see military power as essential and uniquely suited for deterrence 
signalling, and that they are willing to wield it assertively in pursuit of China’s growing 
ambitions as needed. Indeed, as the Chinese military undertakes a greater role in protecting 
Chinese interests at home and abroad under Xi’s leadership, it is conducting more deterrence 
signalling with new capabilities and new communication channels. For China, deterrence  
(威慑, weishe) is not simply the objective of forestalling an adversary’s undesired action, as 
in Western thinking, but it also includes aspects of compellence, meaning that China often 
uses its military to coerce other countries to take actions Beijing desires. This much more 
expansive understanding of deterrence makes deterrence signalling an even more prominent 
part of Chinese aggression abroad. Thus it is China’s approach to military deterrence 
signalling that is the focus of this report. 

As China is increasingly using its military capabilities abroad to signal potential 
adversaries, international understanding of these actions—and how to accurately decipher 
Chinese signals—requires updating to keep pace with changes in China’s approach that have 
come along with more ambitious goals, greater military power, and new messaging options. 
Long gone are the days that China can only signal potential adversaries by massing its military 
on the border and sending messages through third-country diplomats, as it did in the Korean 
War, or lobbing missiles and conducting military exercises near Taiwan, sending messages 
through trusted intermediaries and forceful propaganda reports, as it did in 1995–1996. Now 
in 2021, China can send power projection platforms such as aircraft carriers or long-range 
bombers near disputed features in the South China Sea and demonstrate this capability by 
releasing images on foreign social media platforms. 

This report is intended to help analysts and policymakers in Australia, the United States, 
and other countries better decipher Chinese deterrence signalling in this ‘new era’. We 
provide a brief summary of Chinese current thinking on deterrence and provide an analytic 
framework to interpret Chinese deterrence signals. We then explore seven case studies of 
recent Chinese deterrence behaviour to illuminate what has stayed the same and what has 
changed in Chinese peacetime and crisis deterrence signalling. We focus on Xi’s ‘new era’ 
due to China’s more ambitious goals and increasingly assertive or even aggressive activities, 
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advances in Chinese military capabilities, and the proliferation of messaging platforms 
available to China during this period of time. 	

Overall, this report finds that while China’s capabilities and communication channels 
have changed, its fundamental approach to military deterrence signalling as a form of 
political coercion has not changed. Rather, Beijing is employing military deterrence 
signalling more frequently and in bolder ways to achieve its grander objectives. This means 
analysts are likely to face an ever-greater task of deciphering this ever-expanding milieu to 
ensure that policymakers can separate the signal from the noise, and respond to what matters 
and look past what does not to better manage future crises. 

The analytic framework leverages the enduring principles of China’s military deterrence 
signalling to focus on five factors for consideration. First, it is important to understand the 
strategic context of any specific episode where China employs deterrence signalling—China’s 
security interests, its threat perceptions and past behaviour. Second, analysts should identify 
the key content that is being communicated—what is China saying and doing? Third, analysts 
should identify the key audience(s) that China is attempting to reach and what these choices 
reveal about its deterrence objectives. Fourth, analysts should assess the authoritativeness 
of these signals based on the strict hierarchy within the Party-state system, while also 
understanding the role of social media and unofficial voices that often contribute more noise 
than signal. Fifth, analysts should assess the scope of Chinese signalling as another indicator 
of its willingness to consider the use of force. 

Our seven case studies illuminate several key patterns in recent Chinese deterrence 
signalling, despite the fact that Beijing has no single publicly known playbook for deterrence 
signalling. First, Beijing is indeed using much of its newest and highest-profile hardware 
for signalling in many cases, evident in its unveiling of new missiles during military parades, 
bomber flights over disputed territories in Asia and carrier deployments around Taiwan, even 
if it calibrates the public messaging to be less provocative in some instances. Second, Beijing’s 
employment of tailored deterrence—sending different signals to different audiences—is 
enabled by China’s growing swath of its own global communication channels and its use of 
foreign platforms, especially social media. Third, Beijing can exercise restraint in signalling 
when the stakes are slightly lower and domestic political events take precedence, such as the 
Doklam standoff with India (and Bhutan) in 2017. Fourth, Taiwan is the clear focus of 
Chinese deterrence signalling, illustrating the panoply of potential deterrence actions Beijing 
can undertake and how these military actions can nest within the Party-state’s broader whole-
of-government approach. However, our understanding of Chinese signalling is inevitably 
incomplete, both because Beijing has not demonstrated its high-water mark of signalling in a 
full-blown crisis since the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1995–1996 and because we lack 
insight based on public reporting into how Beijing has employed the space and cyber 
domains in recent crises. 

In the end, we conclude that China’s growing ambitions and military capabilities mean it 
is likely to employ military deterrence signalling as a coercive political tool more frequently 
going forward. Against the backdrop of hardening strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific 
region, this will be especially true for those countries that push back against Beijing’s 
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military expansionism, such as Australia and the United States. In light of this growing 
challenge, we make three policy recommendations. First, the governments of Australia, the 
United States, and other regional countries should pay closer attention to the nuances of 
Chinese deterrence signalling, especially as the signal-to-noise ratio is likely to get worse 
with more voices claiming to speak for China to global audiences. Second, Australia should 
engage the United States and other regional countries to identify and narrow any differences 
about how all sides would interpret Chinese deterrence signalling in a crisis. Third, future 
dialogue with China on strategic issues should explicitly address deterrence signalling to 
correct any misperceptions and avoid a future crisis accidentally spiralling into a conflict. 
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1. Introduction 

After a summer of back-and-forth military exercises and presence operations by 
Washington and Beijing in the South China Sea, in August 2020, the Chinese military 
launched antiship ballistic missiles (ASBM)—widely known as ‘carrier killers’ for their 
intended purpose of sinking such ships—into waters off the Paracel Islands. Leaving no doubt 
that these were intended as a dramatic show of force following two U.S. Navy aircraft carriers 
operating in the South China Sea the previous month and a U.S. U2 sensitive reconnaissance 
operations (SRO) flight the day before, an unidentified Chinese source quoted in a Hong 
Kong newspaper explained, ‘This is China’s response to the potential risks brought by the 
increasingly frequent incoming U.S. warplanes and military vessels in the South China Sea’.1 

The launching of ballistic missiles by Beijing into waters off China’s shores surely isn’t 
new, as Beijing similarly tested ballistic missiles towards Taiwan during the 1995–1996 
Taiwan Strait Crisis. What is new, however, is both the actual Chinese military capabilities 
demonstrated and how these demonstrations are transmitted to the outside world. In  
1995–1996, China launched ballistic missiles that could only reach Taiwan and the First 
Island Chain, and which were highly inaccurate and in very short supply—much more for 
show than operational use. In 2020, China launched both medium-range ballistic missiles 
(MRBMs) and intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) that extend the range of China’s 
targets out into the Western Pacific—far past Taiwan all the way to the U.S. territory of Guam 
and the Second Island Chain—and now can strike U.S. aircraft carriers with high precision as 
the world’s first ASBMs, with a sizeable arsenal to boot. This demonstration represented an 
operationally relevant and highly credible show of force. As one Chinese military commentator 
told the state-run Global Times after the news was leaked, ‘the US should fully understand 
that the PLA [People’s Liberation Army] is not what it was in 1995 or 1996. . . . China has 
the capability to make the US lose its aircraft carriers, and this is a key deterrent China should 
display, and can show China’s firm determination in safeguarding national sovereignty and 
territorial integrity’.2 Coupled with this is the way China told the world about these missile 
tests. The Chinese military apparently leaked word of the tests to the South China Morning 
Post through an anonymous source, but let the U.S. government confirm the test while 
Beijing avoided any official acknowledgement.3  
                                                
1 Kristin Huang, ‘Chinese Military Fires “Aircraft-Carrier Killer” Missile into South China Sea in “Warning to 
the United States”’, South China Morning Post, August 26, 2020. 
2 Liu Xuanzun, ‘PLA Rocket Force Launches DF-26 “Aircraft Carrier Killer” Missile in Fast-Reaction Drills’, 
Global Times, August 6, 2020. 
3 Huang, ‘Chinese Military Fires “Aircraft-Carrier Killer” Missile’; Brad Lendon, ‘China Test Fires So-Called 
“Carrier Killer” Missiles into South China Sea’, CNN, August 29, 2020. For the respective official statements, 
see Wu Qian, ‘Regular Press Conference of the Ministry of National Defense on August 27’, Chinese Ministry 
of National Defence, August 28, 2020; ‘DOD Statement on Recent Chinese Ballistic Missile Launches’,  
U.S. Department of Defense, August 27, 2020. 
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While this ASBM example may be high-profile, it is not unique. China has similarly 
leveraged many of its new capabilities and new communication channels to conduct 
deterrence signalling for other important issues.4 In July 2016, after losing an international 
arbitration case over the international legality of its maritime territorial claims in the South 
China Sea, Chinese Air Force H-6K bombers flew over Scarborough Shoal, one of the 
sources of the dispute with the Philippines, and broadcast the information first on its official 
social media account on Weibo, China’s version of Twitter.5 In August 2019, as Hong Kong 
was engulfed in antigovernment protests and Western countries were expressing concerns 
about China’s response, the Party’s official mouthpiece People’s Daily released a video 
warning on its official Weibo account about People’s Armed Police (PAP) preparations 
across the border in Shenzhen for ‘riots’, and the nationalistic Global Times repackaged 
the footage to dramatically prove the point—on its Twitter account.6 

This profusion of Chinese messaging also raises the risks of misinterpreting Chinese 
actions. In September 2020, the ‘PLA-Airforce Online’ Weibo account released a video that 
included footage of an H-6K bombing Guam, one potential People’s Liberation Army Air 
Force (PLAAF) wartime mission against a U.S. intervention in a Taiwan contingency.7 This 
came while a senior U.S. official visited Taiwan for former president Lee Teng-hui’s funeral 
and just weeks after the United States, Australia, and Japan held a large multilateral exercise 
based at Guam.8 The Chinese message even elicited a response by the U.S. military: ‘It is 
yet another example of their use of propaganda in an attempt to coerce and intimidate the 
region’.9 So was this an authoritative signal to the United States and its allies about an 
immediate Chinese threat to Guam? More likely, this was intended as patriotic fodder for 
Chinese nationalists at home, for two reasons. First, the Weibo account that released the 
video was not the PLAAF’s official account but a PLAAF propaganda account, which appears 
to have later deleted the post.10 Second, the footage of the actual strike on Guam was lifted 
straight from the Hollywood box-office hit Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen.11 Rather, 
                                                
4 The PLA has not used all of its newest hardware for deterrence signalling to the fullest extent possible, however, 
as the fifth-generation stealth J-20 fighter has been used for deterrence signalling less than might be expected. 
The authors would like to thank a reviewer for raising this point. 
5 ‘Air Force Announcements’ [空军发布], Sina Weibo [新浪微博], July 15, 2016. 
6 ‘People’s Daily’ [人民日报], Sina Weibo [新浪微博], August 12, 2019; Global Times [@globaltimesnews], 
‘The People’s Armed Police have been assembling in Shenzhen, a city bordering Hong Kong’, Twitter post, 
August 12, 2019. 
7 Minnie Chan, ‘China-US Tensions: Video of PLA “Attack” on Pacific Airbase Uses Footage from Hollywood 
Movies’, South China Morning Post, September 20, 2020. 
8 Ben Wescott, ‘US Holds Its Second High-Profile Visit to Taiwan in Two Months as Beijing Escalates Military 
Pressure’, CNN, September 18, 2020; Jamie Hunter, ‘Huge Pacific Exercise Centered on Guam Brings Allies 
Together amid Growing China Threat’, The Warzone, July 24, 2020. 
9 Brian W. Everstine, ‘PACAF: Chinese Propaganda Targeting Andersen AFB Is an Attempt to Intimidate’, 
Air Force Magazine, September 23, 2020. 
10 ‘PLA-Airforce Online’, Sina Weibo. 
11 Thomas Newdick, ‘Chinese Air Force Video Depicting Bombers Attacking Guam Steals Scenes from 
Transformers’, The Warzone, September 21, 2020. 
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Chinese signalling to the United States about its ability to hold Guam at risk comes in the 
form of actual and increasingly routine H-6K flights to the launch basket for a strike on 
Guam.12 This also highlights the fact that not all signals are public; sometimes the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) decides to communicate the signal government-to-government by 
conducting a military deterrence action that the general public is unlikely to observe. In the 
end, the deterrence signal is the same but some observers were looking at the wrong message. 

As one Chinese interlocutor once remarked to the authors, China in the past has all too 
often, to paraphrase Theodore Roosevelt’s mantra, ‘spoken loudly but carried a small stick’.13 
Now, under Xi Jinping’s leadership, China is finally able to speak loudly and carry a big 
stick. Much like the brash diplomacy of its civilian counterpart the Chinese Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (MFA), the Chinese military is ready to exert its influence in Asia and 
beyond. The question is whether the intended audiences will be able to decipher what the 
PLA is trying to say. 

Purpose of the Report 
The purpose of this report is to examine how China’s approach to deterrence signalling is 

evolving along with its expanding objectives, growing military capabilities, and the availability 
of new communication channels such as Chinese- and English-language social media. For 
China, the three core components of deterrence are capability, resolve, and communication, 
so these growing capabilities and new communication channels are both important ways 
to improve its deterrence.14 China has shown that it takes a comprehensive approach to 
deterrence and deterrence signalling, one that is based on the use and attempted integration 
of multiple instruments of national power—not only military strength, but also economic 
leverage and diplomatic influence. As China’s increasingly blatant use of economic coercion 
and diplomatic bullying in recent years demonstrates, Party leaders view nonmilitary 
instruments as strong options for sending messages to China’s rivals and competitors. Yet 
there is also clear evidence they see military power as essential and uniquely suited for 
deterrence signalling, and that they are willing to wield it assertively in pursuit of China’s 
growing ambitions as needed. Consequently, it is China’s approach to military deterrence 
signalling that is the focus of this report. As competition over the shape of the security order 
in the Indo-Pacific region intensifies, one critically important question for analysts and 
policymakers is how to interpret China’s changing approach to using military power for 
deterrence messaging. 

Beijing has already begun to use its new military capabilities to send messages, often by 
displaying these capabilities through new communication channels, such as social media, 
                                                
12 Derek Grossman, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, Logan Ma, and Michael S. Chase, China’s Long-Range 
Bomber Flights: Drivers and Implications, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 2018. 
13 Authors’ interview with Chinese expert, Beijing, China. 
14 Academy of Military Science (AMS) Military Strategy Department [军事学学院战略研究部], ed., Science 
of Military Strategy [战略学], 3rd ed., Beijing: Academy of Military Science Press, 2013, p. 135. 
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in addition to traditional ones like newspapers. For instance, Beijing has amplified its 
pressure campaign against Taiwan involving military exercises and bomber flights by using 
communication channels such as Chinese microblogs (Weibo) and Twitter to speak directly 
to its intended audience. This is only one example of how Beijing’s approach to deterrence 
signalling appears to be evolving as China pursues more ambitious goals, its military 
capabilities grow, and available communication channels multiply. 

There is a substantial body of work on China’s approach to deterrence signalling, but 
much of the available literature predates these important changes in goals, capabilities, and 
messaging channels. Consequently, a new framework is required, and this report aims to 
update the literature and inform policymakers and analysts by providing the first publicly 
available, comprehensive assessment of how China’s approach to deterrence messaging is 
changing. The study is intended to contribute to a better understanding of deterrence and 
countercoercion across domains in the Indo-Pacific region at a time of increased friction 
and strategic competition between the United States and China. In particular, it presents a 
framework to evaluate China’s changing approach, one that is intended to enable Australia, 
the United States, and other countries to appropriately interpret, and respond to Chinese 
deterrence signalling. 

A New Era of Ambition: China’s Growing Objectives 
Since coming to power in 2012, General Secretary Xi Jinping has clearly ushered China 

into a ‘new era’ of ambitious objectives that chart a path towards his goal of ‘national 
rejuvenation’ and envision a more powerful China to secure its territorial claims and growing 
interests abroad. Although the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) does not appear to have 
officially demarcated the beginning of the ‘new era’, and several potential starting points are 
plausible, we assess it began when Xi ascended to China’s top leadership positions, becoming 
General Secretary of the CCP and Chairman of the Central Military Commission (CMC) in 
2012 and President of the PRC in 2013. Whenever precisely this ‘new era’ began, it is clear 
that it not only accelerates trends that were becoming evident under Xi’s predecessor, 
Hu Jintao, but pushes China in a bold new direction. In his October 2017 speech delivering 
the 19th Party Congress work report, Xi announced the country would ‘achieve the great 
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’ by 2049, the 100th anniversary of the country’s founding.15 
This will include ‘build[ing] China into a great modern socialist country that is prosperous, 
strong, democratic, culturally advanced, harmonious, and beautiful’, and having ‘China 
[move] closer to center stage and making greater contributions to mankind’.16 Although these 
ambitions are global, embodied by Xi’s Belt and Road Initiative and community with a 
shared future for mankind, for the foreseeable future Beijing’s focus will remain concentrated 

                                                
15 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects and 
Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’, speech at 19th Party 
Congress, October 18, 2017. 
16 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
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on the Asia-Pacific.17 A major task for the CCP, and thus the PLA, is to bring all of China’s 
claimed territories under its full control, since ‘achieving China’s full reunification [is] 
essential to realising national rejuvenation’.18 

In the October 2017 19th Party Congress work report, Xi set ambitious goals for the 
Chinese military over the next three decades.19 By 2020, the PLA is supposed to be fully 
mechanised, with progress towards informationisation and strategic capabilities. By 2035, 
the PLA’s decades-long modernisation is supposed to be ‘basically complete’. And by 2049, 
at the hundredth anniversary of the PRC’s founding, the PLA is supposed to become a 
‘world class military’.20 Although left undefined by Xi and the PLA, the U.S. Department of 
Defense (DoD) assesses that ‘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’.21 

This stronger PLA, in turn, is intended to support the Party’s broader pursuit of its 
interpretation of China’s national interests. As Xi said in 2017, ‘We will develop new combat 
forces and support forces . . . [and] strengthen the application of military strength’, and this 
will ‘enable [China] to effectively shape our military posture, manage crises, and deter and 
win wars’.22 The ultimate goal of Chinese military modernisation is to ‘create a mighty force 
for realising the Chinese Dream and the dream of building a powerful military’. As the 
armed wing of the CCP, not a national military, the PLA is responsible first and foremost 
for ensuring the Party’s continued rule, and therefore protecting China’s national interests. 
According to the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), the Party’s ‘strategic objectives’ 
are to perpetuate CCP rule; maintain domestic stability; sustain economic growth and 
development; defend national sovereignty and territorial integrity; and securing China’s 
status as a great power.23 For the PLA, China’s 2019 defence white paper states that China’s 
national defence aims—beyond ensuring CCP regime security—are, among others, to 
‘oppose and contain “Taiwan independence”’, ‘safeguard national sovereignty, unity, 
territorial integrity and security’, ‘safeguard China’s maritime rights and interests’, and 

                                                
17 Liza Tobin, ‘Xi’s Vision for Transforming Global Governance: A Strategic Challenge for Washington and 
Its Allies’, Texas National Security Review, Vol. 2, No. 1, November 2018, pp. 154–166; Daniel Tobin, How Xi 
Jinping’s ‘New Era’ Should Have Ended U.S. Debate on Beijing’s Ambitions, Washington, D.C.: Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, May 2020. 
18 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
19 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
20 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
21 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments 
Involving the People’s Republic of China 2020, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, September 
2020, p. vi. 
22 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
23 Defense Intelligence Agency, China Military Power: Modernizing a Force to Fight and Win, Arlington, Va.: 
Defense Intelligence Agency, January 2019, p. 12. 
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‘safeguard China’s overseas interests’.24 Some of the PLA’s missions in the ‘new era’ include 
‘safeguarding national territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and interests’; ‘safeguarding 
interests in major security fields’, such as the nuclear, outer space, and cyberspace domains; 
and ‘protecting China’s overseas interests’.25 In sum, three broad primary objectives—
enforcing territorial claims, safeguarding Chinese interests overseas, and generally defending 
China across all domains of warfare—are the biggest drivers of Chinese deterrence actions 
abroad. 

Looking at the likeliest places for Chinese use of force, they are clearly the Taiwan Strait 
and Beijing’s disputed territorial claims.26 As Xi said in 2017, ‘We stand firm in safeguarding 
China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. . . . We will never allow anyone, any organisation, 
or any political party, at any time or in any form, to separate any part of Chinese territory 
from China!’27 No potential flashpoint is more important to Beijing than Taiwan. Xi’s 2017 
19th Congress Party pledge to achieve ‘full reunification’ by 2049 clearly includes ‘resolving 
the Taiwan question’, for which Xi reiterated long-standing policy in a January 2019 speech 
on Taiwan policy: ‘We do not renounce the use of force and reserve the option of taking all 
necessary measures’.28 Reflecting the fundamental components of deterrence, Xi said in 
2017, ‘We have the resolve, the confidence, and the ability to defeat separatist attempts for 
“Taiwan independence” in any form’.29 Beyond Taiwan, China’s territorial disputes include 
many well-known hot spots that carry the broader risk of U.S.-China conflict. In the East 
China Sea, there are the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, disputed with U.S.-allied Japan, and the 
lesser-known Socotra Rock (Ieodo/Polang), disputed with U.S.-allied South Korea.30 In the 
South China Sea, there are numerous features disputed with six countries, such as the 
Scarborough/Huangyan Shoal, disputed with the U.S.-allied Philippines; the Spratly Islands, 
disputed with the Philippines and Vietnam; and the Paracel Islands, disputed with Vietnam. 
Both of these disputed maritime regions are specifically acknowledged as key priorities in 
China’s 2019 defence white paper: ‘China resolutely safeguards its national sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. The South China Sea islands and Diaoyu Islands are inalienable parts of 

                                                
24 Information Office of the State Council, People’s Republic of China, ‘China’s National Defense in the New 
Era’, Xinhua, July 24, 2019. 
25 Information Office of the State Council, People’s Republic of China, ‘China’s National Defense in the New 
Era’. 
26 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 99. 
27 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
28 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’; Xi Jinping, ‘Working Together to Realise Rejuvenation of 
the Chinese Nation and Advance China’s Peaceful Reunification’, speech at the Meeting Marking the 
40th Anniversary of the Issuance of the Message to Compatriots in Taiwan, January 2, 2019. 
29 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
30 The China-Republic of Korea dispute is not a territorial dispute because it is not an island, and thus the dispute 
is over exclusive economic zone delimination. See Terence Roehrig, ‘South Korea: The Challenges of a Maritime 
Nation’, NBR Maritime Awareness Project, December 23, 2019. 
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the Chinese territory’.31 Away from China’s maritime boundaries, there is also the disputed 
border with India, which led to standoffs in 2017 and 2020, and a border dispute with Bhutan.  

While the focus of China’s military power is largely regional for now, its ambitions are 
surely global in scope. In his 2017 speech, Xi hailed the fact that China was already ‘moving 
closer to the center of the world stage’, and set a national goal for China to become ‘a global 
leader in terms of composite national strength and international influence’ by mid-century.32 
While China scholar Daniel Tobin argues these are not new ambitions for the broader CCP 
leadership, Xi (and his generation of leadership) is clearly pushing the Party’s agenda at a 
quicker pace. In 2013, Xi indicated China was moving away from Deng Xiaoping’s ‘hide and 
bide’ strategy as the guiding principle for Chinese foreign policy, instead adopting the much 
more active ‘strive for achievement’, and in 2018, he called for China to ‘actively participate 
in leading the reform of the global governance system’.33 As Tobin notes, ‘one of the most 
striking features of Xi’s 19th Party Congress address is its combination of articulating 
China’s ambitions on an explicitly global scale (a dramatic departure from recent decades) 
with an assertion of the continuity of the Party’s goals throughout its rule’.34 Tobin concludes 
that ‘Beijing’s aim is nothing less than preeminent status with the global order’. This aligns 
with formal U.S. government assessments as well.35 The question is what role will China’s 
growing military power play in furthering and securing China’s increasingly global interests. 

A New Era of Power: China’s Growing Military Capabilities 
Undergirding this growing ambition is a decades-long modernisation of the Chinese 

military that is delivering more capabilities with which to conduct deterrence signalling as 
well as military operations. Facing a theoretical crisis in the near future, the Chinese military 
leadership would have a much greater suite of capabilities to leverage for credible signalling. 
These include capabilities in traditional domains—high-profile long-range power projection 
platforms, such as aircraft carriers—but also robust capabilities in emerging domains, such as 
antisatellite weapons for counterspace operations and offensive cyberweapons. By 2035, 
when PLA modernisation is slated to be ‘basically complete’, there will be even more 
advanced capabilities such as the H-20 strategic bomber and the Type 096 next-generation 

                                                
31 Information Office of the State Council, People’s Republic of China, ‘China’s National Defense in the 
New Era’. 
32 Xi Jinping, ‘Secure a Decisive Victory’. 
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社会主义外交思想为指导 努力开创中国特色大国外交新局面, 李克强主持 栗战书汪洋王沪宁赵乐际韩正
王岐山出席’], People’s Daily, June 24, 2018. 
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35 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress, 2020, p. 1. 
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nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine (SSBN). Indeed, it is not a coincidence that many 
key acquisition decisions, such as China’s aircraft carrier program and its strategic bomber 
program, were made in the wake of the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis and the May 1999 
accidental bombing of China’s embassy in Belgrade.36 Beijing believes that in these two 
instances, and many more, it was subjected to U.S. deterrence signalling and coercion, 
respectively, but could not respond in kind due to its extremely limited long-range strike, 
strategic deterrence, and power projection capabilities. Indeed, then-General Secretary Jiang 
Zemin reportedly responded to the Belgrade bombing by deciding ‘what the enemy is most 
fearful of, this is what we should be developing’, specifically including shashoujian, 
generally translated as ‘assassin’s mace’ and in this context summarised by a 2016 report as 
‘asymmetric capabilities targeting U.S. vulnerabilities’.37 

China now has growing military capabilities available to display for purposes of deterrence 
or intimidation.38 As recently as the 1990s, China’s deterrence signalling playbook was 
largely confined to displaying or launching missiles and conducting large-scale ground force 
exercises, as it did during the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis. China also had some limited 
ability to use its naval or air power for signalling purposes, doing so relatively infrequently, 
as in July 1999, when Chinese military aircraft intentionally crossed the Taiwan Strait median 
line in a display of China’s indignation following President Lee Teng-hui’s characterisation 
of the island’s ties with China as a ‘special state-to-state’ relationship. Today, however, not 
only has China enhanced its options in these more traditional areas, but the PLA’s growing 
power projection, long-range strike, nuclear, and space and cyberwarfare capabilities also 
present a variety of new deterrence signalling options. This has been fuelled by sustained 
investment in its military, with official spending rising from US$7.6 billion in 1995 to 
US$76.5 billion in 2010 to US$178.6 billion in 2020, with some independent foreign 

                                                
36 For the early years of China’s carrier program, see Minnie Chan, ‘Mission Impossible: How One Man Bought 
China Its First Aircraft Carrier’, South China Morning Post, January 18, 2015; Minnie Chan, ‘The Inside Story 
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January 19, 2015. For the early years of China’s strategic bomber program, see Andreas Rupprecht, ‘The PLA 
Air Force’s “Silver-Bullet” Bomber Force’, China Brief, July 21, 2017. 
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War College, September 2004, pp. 309–364; Alastair Iain Johnston, ‘Towards Contextualizing the Concept of a 
Shashoujian (Assassin’s Mace)’, conference paper, Harvard University Faculty of Arts and Sciences, August 2002. 
38 For a U.S. government projection of Chinese military capabilities in 2025, see Hans Kristensen, ‘(The Other) 
Red Storm Rising: INDO-PACOM China Military Projection’, Federation of American Scientists, September 15, 
2020. For two early Xi speeches touting the importance of deterrence, see Xi Jinping, ‘Continuously Advance 
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estimates considerably higher.39 These new capabilities, and related personnel and training 
reforms that have improved PLA operational forces, now both enhance Chinese credibility 
and in many cases physically or symbolically extend the reach of Chinese military power. 

The PLA Rocket Force (PLARF), which is responsible for China’s land-based nuclear and 
conventional missile capabilities, perhaps best epitomises how China’s military modernisation 
in the wake of the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis and the 1999 embassy bombing is intended 
to deter U.S. involvement in a regional contingency through its ‘anti-access, area-denial’ or 
‘counterintervention’ strategy to asymmetrically target U.S. weaknesses.40 Although 
development of the conventional missile force began in the 1980s, it accelerated in the late 
1990s and early 2000s, while the United States and Russia were constrained in this area 
by the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty. In 1996, China had an estimated 
190 SRBMs and MRBMs combined, but by 2010 that number had grown to upwards 
of 1,200 missiles (though by 2020, it shrunk to over 750 missiles as quality overcame 
quantity).41 This similar evolution has occurred for IRBMs that can reach the Second Island 
Chain, as China had no conventional IRBMs in 1996, but the DF-26, its first conventional 
and nuclear capable IRBM, which can also target surface ships, was rolled out in the 2015 
military parade and by 2020 there were an estimated 200 launchers (with an assessed equal or 
greater number of missiles).42 In tandem with this conventional missile force, China also 
developed the world’s first ASBM, the DF-21D MRBM, also unveiled in 2015 after much 
speculation, and now has an ASBM variant of the DF-26 IRBM. China is also pursuing 
hypersonic missiles, including the world’s first, the DF-17 MRBM (unveiled in 2019). 
Lastly, China has also built up its strategic nuclear deterrent capabilities, improving its 
intercontinental-range ballistic missile (ICBM) force in both quantity—from the estimated 
17 ICBMs it had in 1996 to over 60 in 2010 and roughly 100 in 2020 (projected to grow to 
150 by 2025)—and quality—deploying missiles capable of carrying multiple independently 
targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs) and road-mobile missiles.43 In recent years, Beijing 
unveiled the DF-31AG, plus the newest DF-41 road-mobile ICBM, which is capable of 
carrying MIRVs.44 Beijing’s 2019 defence white paper explains that the PLARF is focussed 
on ‘enhancing its credible and reliable capabilities of nuclear deterrence and counterattack, 
strengthening intermediate and long-range precision strike forces, and enhancing strategic 
                                                
39 ‘What Does China Really Spend on Its Military?’, ChinaPower, undated. 
40 For recent research on the PLARF, see David Logan, ‘PLA Reforms and China’s Nuclear Forces’, Joint 
Forces Quarterly, No. 83, October 2016; Jacob Stokes, ‘China’s Missile Program and U.S. Withdrawal from the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty’, U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 
February 4, 2019; David Lague and Benjamin Kang Lim, ‘New Missile Gap Leaves U.S. Scrambling to 
Counter China’, Reuters, April 25, 2019. 
41 Compilation of reports by Taiwan MND and U.S. DoD in various years via Peter Wood. See Peter Wood 
[@PeterWood_PDW], ‘Long overdue for an update—Chinese missiles—numbers and growth (end 2019)’, 
Twitter post, June 9, 2020. 
42 For the latest count, see Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress, 2020, p. 166.  
43 Kristensen, ‘(The Other) Red Storm Rising’. 
44 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress, 2020, p. 56. 
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counter-balance capability, so as to build a strong and modernised rocket force’, and Xi 
Jinping personally described the service in 2016 as the ‘core of strategic deterrence, a 
strategic buttress to the country’s position as a major power, and a cornerstone on which to 
build national security’.45 The August 2020 testing of the ASBMs into the South China Sea 
clearly indicates Beijing’s growing confidence in leveraging these capabilities for more 
coercive forms of deterrence signalling moving forward. 

The PLA Navy (PLAN) represents another side of PLA modernisation, a more 
symmetrical approach modelled on the U.S. Navy, with its growing aircraft carrier fleet 
intended to serve as Beijing’s premier way to display its military power. Compared with its 
relatively outdated 18 destroyers and 36 frigates in 1995, the PLAN in 2020 has much more 
modern 32 destroyers and 49 frigates.46 This includes the newest Type 055 Renhai cruiser, 
launched in 2020 and equipped with a variety of ASCMs, SAMs, antisubmarine missiles, and 
even ASBMs, with three being built per year on average. The PLAN’s missions have grown 
in tandem, with the service charged with ‘offshore waters defense and open seas protection’ 
in 2015, highlighting more active ‘protection’ of Chinese interests abroad.47 Perhaps even 
more notable has been the development of China’s aircraft carrier fleet, with the 
operationally irrelevant Liaoning (purchased from Ukraine in 1998 and finally deployed in 
2012) giving way to China’s domestically developed Shandong in 2017 and the third-
generation carrier with more modern capabilities expected by 2024.48 Importantly, the 
PLAN’s future flat-tops will represent a substantial leap in capability compared to China’s 
ski-jump carriers. In total, China is projected to have a fleet of six aircraft carrier battle 
groups by 2035, along with perhaps 20 Renhai cruisers.49 PLAN Aviation bombers can also 
contribute to deterrence by threatening enemy surface ships. Under the surface, Beijing is 
seeking to overcome a persistent weakness relative to the United States with improved 
submarines such as the Type 039A/B Yuan class diesel-electric air independent-powered 
attack submarines (SSPs), Type 093A Shang II class nuclear-powered attack submarines 
(SSNs), and the Type 094 Jin class and future Type 096 SSBNs.50 The Type 094 marks the 
first credible sea-based deterrent for China, but with limited submarine-launched ballistic 
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missile (SLBM) range, the Type 096 will further improve the naval leg of China’s developing 
nuclear triad with the longer-range JL-3 SLBM to hold at risk the United States homeland 
from Chinese waters.51 It has also dramatically upgraded the antisurface warfare (ASuW), 
anti-air warfare (AAW) and antisubmarine warfare (ASW) capabilities of its surface fleet. 

Beyond surface combatants, naval aviation, and submarines, the PLAN Marine Corps 
(PLANMC) is following the path of the U.S. Marines to likely become China’s main power 
projection ground force. As part of the ongoing PLA reforms, the Marines are expected to 
grow to a total of roughly 40,000 troops (from current size of 10,000) with eight brigades.52 
Reflecting this shift from defending China’s immediate territorial claims in the South China 
Sea and preparing for a Taiwan invasion to greater missions outside the region, the PLANMC 
is already developing a new upgraded variant of its Type 075 LHD (still yet to enter service), 
called the Type 076, that will serve as a ‘mini aircraft carrier’ for drones and helicopters.53 

In the air domain, the PLA Air Force (PLAAF) can use new capabilities such as its stealth 
fighters and growing fleet of long-range bombers to send a message to potential adversaries. 
As late as 1989, PLAAF aircraft had antidefection devices that limited the range of its 
aircraft, reflecting its homeland air defence mission.54 The PLAAF has since embraced a new 
role as a ‘strategic air force’ in the 2010s, defined as having a mission with a strategic-level 
impact, and now frames its ambitions as becoming a ‘world class air force’.55 The current 
generation of PLAAF aircraft—the J-20 stealth fighter, Y-20 transport aircraft, among 
others—lays the foundation for Chinese airpower within the First Island Chain. Looking 
forward, the PLAAF will have more advanced forces for deterrence and warfighting. It is 
China’s bomber force that will serve as the main deterrence force for the PLAAF going 
forward, especially when it is able to expand the targets it can cover beyond the Second 
Island Chain to places like Australia. Beyond the current H-6K conventional bomber, the 
upgraded H-6N extends its range with aerial refuelling capabilities, and the H-20 strategic 
bomber currently under development will reportedly provide an intercontinental strike 
capability. There are also reports of a future regional stealth bomber that may have the range 
to strike parts of Australia.56 Most importantly, the H-6N’s air-launched ballistic missile 
(ALBM) capability adds a nuclear mission for the PLAAF as the third leg of China’s nuclear 
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triad, and the H-20 will be able to hold at risk more distant targets in the 2030s.57 These new 
capabilities will provide credible operational forces and capabilities to China’s leaders, and 
therefore have the potential for a much greater deterrent impact. The PLAAF’s bomber force 
will be capable of nuclear and conventional missions and thus will be able to send both 
nuclear and conventional deterrence messages. When the new strategic bombers currently 
under development enter into service, the PLAAF will also be able to conduct longer-range 
bomber patrols, extending the reach of its nuclear and conventional strike capabilities and its 
messaging in a way that may enable it to more closely resemble that of its U.S. and Russian 
counterparts, explored below in Chapter 4. 

Looking to the emerging domains of space and cyber, the PLA created the Strategic 
Support Force (PLASSF) in 2015 as a way to find synergies across these domains. The 
PLASSF centralises many previously dispersed capabilities and responsibilities for space, 
cyber, electronic warfare and psychological warfare all under one roof, directly under the 
CMC.58 Estimated at 175,000 troops in 2020, the PLASSF presents Beijing the ability to both 
better support other service’s deterrence missions (for example, satellites are critical to the 
accuracy of the PLARF’s ASBM strikes) and also have a deterrence effect on its own (whether 
through direct-ascent or space-based antisatellite weapons or crippling cyberattacks that 
target adversary homeland critical infrastructure and military mobilisation networks).59 As 
the director of the DIA testified to the U.S. Congress in 2019, China ‘recognize[s] the world’s 
growing reliance on space and view[s] the capability to attack space services as a part of their 
broader efforts to deter an adversary from or defeat one in combat’.60 

Last, but not insignificantly, the PLA Army (PLAA) has also transitioned to become a 
smaller and more modern fighting force.61 The PLAA has downsized by more than half since 
2000, including the latest reduction of 300,000 troops announced in 2015—yet it still has 
almost a million troops, making it among the world’s largest.62 Instead, the Army has 
reorganised its force structure around combined arms brigades with improve main battle 
tanks (Type 99), organic air defences (HQ-16), improved attack helicopters (the Z-20), and 
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longer-range rockets (the PHL-03 300mm MRL).63 This increased operational mobility 
enables better flexibility for deterrence-related mobilisation and posturing, but the PLAA’s 
deterrence value is relatively limited to China’s potential ground scenarios on its borders—
Korea, Vietnam, and India—or in the context of a cross-Strait crisis or conflict. 

Along with upgrading its hardware, the PLA is also improving its training,64 updating its 
doctrine,65 and reforming professional military education,66 all of which comes in the wake of 
a major reorganisation of the PLA launched in December 2015 to strengthen Party control, 
improve readiness, and enhance the PLA’s joint warfighting capabilities.67 These changes 
also have implications for deterrence signalling. For example, the PLA’s emphasis on more 
realistic training appears intended not only to improve the PLA’s warfighting capabilities, but 
also to strengthen its ability to deter or coerce, and it offers multiple ways to do so. First, 
improved training and readiness may persuade adversaries to conclude that the PLA is 
becoming a more formidable potential opponent, strengthening general peacetime deterrence. 
Second, China can highlight specific types of training at times of its choosing to send a more 
pointed deterrence message to a particular target audience, and it can use a variety of 
platforms ranging from authoritative official media to Chinese or English social media to 
amplify the message if desired.  

As reflected by new capabilities, enhanced training and readiness, updated doctrinal 
guidelines, educational reforms, and the major reorganisation of the PLA that began in late 
2015, China is clearly focussed on fielding a more modern, professional, and operationally 
capable PLA, one that will meet Xi Jinping’s interim and long-term goals for PLA 
modernisation, ultimately resulting in a ‘world-class’ force by the 100th anniversary of the 
founding of the PRC in 1949. Taken in totality, these capabilities are designed not only for 
warfighting, but also to deter, or coerce, China’s potential adversaries. As the director of the 
DIA testified to the U.S. Congress in 2018, ‘Chinese military forces continue to develop 
capabilities to dissuade, deter, or defeat potential third-party intervention during a large-scale 
theatre campaign, such as a Taiwan contingency. China’s military modernisation plan includes 
the development of capabilities to conduct long-range attacks against adversary forces that 
might deploy or operate in the western Pacific Ocean’.68 Emphasising the expanding range of 
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these capabilities, General Ashley continued, ‘These capabilities, spanning the air, maritime, 
space, electromagnetic, and information domains, are most robust within the first island 
chain, but China is rapidly extending capabilities farther into the Pacific Ocean’.69 Over the 
long term, as China further brings on-line more advanced hardware and improves its supporting 
‘software’, the PLA may well adopt even more coercive behaviour as it becomes more 
confident in its ability to ‘fight and win’. 

A New Era of Signalling: China’s Growing Range of Communication 
Channels 
China has seen a dramatic growth of communication channels with the outside world and 

has an ever-greater number of voices speaking for Beijing, even as the actual diversity of 
views permitted to be expressed has fallen under Xi Jinping. The embrace of a state-run 
market economy under Deng Xiaoping’s Reform and Opening led to a reduction of state 
funding to the Party-state propaganda and broader Chinese media industries, ending their 
monopoly on the Chinese information environment. This welcomed a proliferation of new 
voices speaking for China, both internally and externally. Alongside a broader relative 
tolerance of political discourse within China during the 1990s and 2000s, new media 
(propaganda) organisations sprang up, such as the nationalistic tabloid Global Times. 
Although Global Times is owned by People’s Daily, giving it a semblance of speaking for 
the Party, it carries a much livelier and often more strident discussion of Chinese policy, with 
an independently minded editor, Hu Xijin.70 Instead, Global Times and other similar media 
are best understood as reflecting the bounds of acceptable debate and can occasionally serve 
as a platform for entrepreneurial messaging, both by Global Times staff itself and sometimes 
by officials in Beijing for semideniable or unofficial messages.71 

The Party-state apparatus has also followed its citizens onto China’s domestic social 
media platforms. The two biggest platforms—Tencent’s WeChat, with 1.2 billion users, 
and Sina Weibo, with over 500 million users—dominate online conversations in China, and 
the Party has tamed both the companies that run them and the online discussions through 
legal crackdowns, myriad censorship tools, and paid propagandists to guide public opinion. 
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With all these efforts, it would seem that anything ‘allowed’ to trend on Chinese social media 
is thus tactically approved by the Party, but the torrent of criticism for the government’s 
handling of coronavirus disease 19 (COVID-19) in early 2020 shows this is not always the 
case.72 Almost all Party-state organs have accounts on WeChat and Weibo, including the 
PLA. The PLAAF was the first service to open account on the two platforms in October 2015, 
with the PLA Army joining in 2018 and the PLAN and PLARF joining in 2019.73 The only 
holdout, ironically given its cyber responsibilities, is the PLASSF. These PLA accounts most 
often post domestic propaganda and support recruitment, but they also disclose important 
activities and sometimes new capabilities.74 

Beyond diversifying its own media domestically, Beijing has also zealously embraced 
foreign media as further channels for communication with the outside world. This engagement 
crosses media from TV (China Global Television Network [CGTN] as the global version of 
China Central Television [CCTV])75 to radio (China Radio International, CRI)76 to newspaper 
(both CCP-run China Daily and CCP-paid inserts in major foreign newspapers).77 Despite 
banning Facebook and Twitter at home, the Party-state has embraced social media with 
fervour over the last several years. After the Party-state propaganda apparatus (Global 
Times) joined Twitter in July 2009, the first major government office was the State Council 
Information Office (SCIO) on Twitter in August 2015. This was followed by the MFA in 
October 2019 and the CCP International Liaison Department in April 2020. The PLA, so far, 
is the last remaining part of Chinese Party-state that has not made this step onto foreign 
social media platforms. Instead, the Ministry of National Defence (MND) mainly uses press 
releases, foreign-language websites (since 2003), and monthly press conferences (since 2011, 
with English translations) to communicate directly to foreign audiences. However, members 
of the PLA propaganda system have advocated for a similar step onto Twitter since at least 
2014, and it is quite possible that the PLA, most likely the MND, will open an account in the 
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coming years.78 Beyond official communication channels, China also operates covert social 
media accounts that can disseminate Chinese messaging in a deniable fashion, and it has done 
so in some fashion for likely several years.79 Beijing has also unofficially (if not discreetly) 
deeply penetrated the Taiwan media sector and sought to control media outlets that serve the 
global Chinese diaspora community.80 

Despite this growing number of channels for China’s communication with the outside 
world, the actual space for political discourse has been squeezed significantly by Xi’s 
crackdown across the board on dissent, including substantial deviation from the Party line, 
even for Party media. In a sense, this should simplify the task of deciphering Chinese 
deterrence signalling because the message, when desired, should be easier for the Party 
to unify and coordinate. However, the reality is that the Chinese media sphere, despite 
increasingly tight restrictions, is still a much more vibrant environment with differing voices 
than that of even the 1990s. Indeed, the CCP Propaganda Department was criticised in 2016 
for its failure to successfully enforce the Party line across the Chinese media.81 In practice, 
this means the task of accurately deciphering who speaks for China is still a considerable 
challenge. 

Research Approach 
To understand Chinese thinking about deterrence and deterrence signalling, our 

research approach included a review of the most authoritative sources available for Chinese 
military books, journal articles, and newspaper reports that address issues related to strategic 
communications, strategic deterrence, crisis management, and the use of social media 
for signalling. Of particular note, we reviewed articles from the PLA journal Military 
Correspondent (军事记者), a largely untapped source that includes discussions of topics 
such as how to portray military exercises for maximum propaganda impact and the PLA’s use 
of social media. To understand the actual deterrence signals China sends out, we reviewed 
official PRC government statements, spokesperson press conferences, and official Party-state 
media. We also reviewed and analysed postings on Chinese-language PLA social media 
accounts, as well as postings related to PLA activities that have appeared on China’s official 
English-language Twitter accounts. In addition, we interviewed a number of scholars, analysts, 
military officers, and government officials. 
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This report was originally drafted and delivered to the sponsor over 2020, but has been 
updated where feasible through January 2021. 

Organisation of the Report 
The report is organised as follows. Chapter 2 presents a brief review of the Chinese 

literature on deterrence. It explores China’s views on deterrence as a coercive political tool, 
the different phases of deterrence, and mechanisms for communication, as well as the types 
of deterrence actions that are described in Chinese military publications. Chapter 3 develops 
an analytic framework that focusses on five factors—strategic context, content, intended 
audience, authoritativeness, and scope—to decipher Chinese deterrence signalling. After 
presenting the core analytic framework, it offers a simple checklist for assessing Chinese 
signalling. Chapters 4 and 5 examine a series of case studies to illuminate Chinese deterrence 
signalling in peacetime and in crisis situations. The peacetime case studies we examine in 
Chapter 4 include Chinese military parades, Chinese bomber flights, and Chinese military 
signalling towards Taiwan since 2016. The crisis case studies we examine in Chapter 5 
include the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, the China-India (and Bhutan) border dispute in 
2017, China’s response to the Hong Kong protests in 2019, and recent tensions on the Korean 
Peninsula. Chapter 6 explores the implications of our findings for Australia and presents 
three policy recommendations. 
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2. Overview of Chinese Thinking on Deterrence 

The CCP approach to deterrence is fundamentally based on capabilities, resolve, and 
communication, similar to Western conceptions of deterrence.82 However, China views 
deterrence not only as a means of avoiding military conflict, but also as a coercive political 
tool. This perspective requires analysts and observers to acquaint themselves with China’s 
conception of deterrence as it is presented by Chinese scholars and strategists. This chapter 
provides an overview of Chinese thinking on deterrence, including its core aspects, as well as 
the different phases and types of deterrence presented in authoritative Chinese military texts. 
The chapter also explores whether China has a ‘playbook’ for military signalling and how it 
approaches the communication component of deterrence, and distils important insights from 
China’s emphasis on deterrence as a coercive political, and thus psychological, means of 
achieving Beijing’s policy objectives. 

Chinese Conception of Deterrence 
Chinese military publications stress the importance of linking deterrence actions to 

political objectives.83 As former Second Artillery (now the PLARF) Deputy Commander Zhao 
Xijun puts it, ‘Like war, deterrence is a continuation of politics’.84 The 2011 PLA dictionary 
of military terminology defines a ‘strategy of deterrence’ (威慑战略, weishe zhanlue), as 
‘a military strategy of displaying or threatening the use of armed power, in order to compel 
an opponent to submit’, categorised as offensive deterrence and defensive deterrence, as well 
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  19 

as conventional and nuclear, and comprehensive or limited.85 Similarly, a classified manual 
for the PLA’s Second Artillery, now the PLARF, dating from 2004 defines the purpose of 
‘campaign deterrence’ as to ‘compel an enemy to accept our will or to contain an enemy’s 
hostile actions’.86 Therefore, deterrence is a tool for achieving policy objectives and it is 
intended to support China’s overall national strategy. One example would be that for 
Taiwan, deterrence for Beijing would include not only dissuading a Taiwanese declaration 
of independence (however unlikely) but also coercing a change of Taipei’s political course to 
move it towards unification (even though Taiwan’s current status presents no military threat 
to China, but a political challenge to the CCP). 

Chinese authors state that the fundamental purpose of deterrence is to influence an 
adversary’s decisionmaking calculus. In Zhao’s words, ‘the crux of military deterrence is to 
influence the other side’s thinking’.87 More specifically, according to Zhao, deterrence is a 
psychological process. It is intended to influence the strategic judgement of the other side so 
it will conclude that the costs of its actions will outweigh the benefits.88 To accomplish this 
goal, Chinese security analysts have concluded that China needs a comprehensive, integrated 
set of strategic deterrence capabilities, including nuclear, conventional, space, and cyber 
forces.89 

China’s definition of deterrence is also broad in the sense that the Chinese term most 
often translated as deterrence (威慑, weishe) also encompasses what U.S. political scientists 
typically refer to as compellence.90 As Dean Cheng puts it, ‘The Chinese focus is on 
compellence, including coercion, rather than solely, or even primarily, on dissuasion’, 
meaning ‘“deterrence” is seen in both coercive and dissuasive terms’.91 Cheng notes that 
‘for Chinese decisionmakers, successful deterrence is ultimately a form of political activity 
and psychological warfare, whereby an adversary is constrained in his actions, allowing 
China to achieve its goals’. Accordingly, it is perhaps more appropriate to think of the 
Chinese term weishe as roughly equivalent to Thomas Schelling’s broader concept of 
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coercion, which includes both deterrence and compellence.92 Indeed, some Chinese scholars 
have stated that China’s thinking about deterrence roughly approximates Schelling’s broader 
concept of coercion.93 

Core Components: Capability, Resolve, and Communication 
The three core components of deterrence for China are capability, resolve, and 

communication. The 2013 edition of the Science of Military Strategy, published by the 
PLA’s Academy of Military Science (AMS), defines the three as ‘deterrence strength, 
resolve, and information transmission’.94 These are illustrated in Figure 2.1. 

Figure 2.1. Core Components of Chinese Deterrence 

 
SOURCE: Academy of Military Science Military Strategy Department [军事学学院战略研究部], ed., Science of 
Military Strategy [战略学], 3rd ed., Beijing: Academy of Military Science Press [军事科学出版社], 2013, pp. 135–137. 

A nation’s overall capability, or ‘deterrence strength’ (威慑实力, weishe shili), is the core 
component undergirding its ability to deter others. Naturally, as the 2013 AMS Science of 
Military Strategy notes, ‘The more powerful the deterrence strength is, the greater the 
possibility for deterrence activities to succeed’.95 This capability for deterrence is mainly 
found in the military realm, especially in offensive capabilities, but extends to other broader 
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national factors, including the ‘nation’s territorial area, the quantity and the quality of the 
population, geographic conditions, economic real strength, and the science and technology 
level’.96 This reflects what many analysts describe as China’s ‘whole of Party-state’ (which 
we simplify to ‘whole of government’) approach to deterrence and broader foreign policy.97 

Indeed, Chinese use of nonmilitary signals and threats to deter, compel, control escalation, 
and demonstrate resolve appears to be integral to China’s overall, comprehensive approach 
to thinking about deterrence and signalling. Although this report aims primarily to help 
understand China’s use of deterrence signalling in a military context, China’s employment of 
nonmilitary signals and threats—most notably wielding its economic leverage to influence 
other countries—appears to form part of a broader Chinese spectrum of deterrence signalling, 
one in which military capabilities exist alongside a range of nonmilitary capabilities that can 
be useful for sending messages intended to deter or compel rivals and competitors. Whatever 
the type of capability, the more powerful it is the better positioned China will be to use it 
effectively. Although the adversary’s perception of China’s military and nonmilitary 
capabilities can be manipulated by bluffing or exaggerating, this is successful only when 
there is an element of true capability to deter the adversary. 

Assuming one has the capability, then the next requirement is to demonstrate credible 
resolve (决心, juexin) to use this capability. Since deterrence is utilising the threat of future 
violence to prevent certain undesired adversary behaviour —  or for China, to also coerce 
desired adversary actions—the adversary must credibly believe you will use violence in this 
specific scenario. As the 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy explains, ‘If merely having 
powerful strength but lacking the resolve to use the strength, that is, having no courage to 
hang the sword of deterrence strength high above the opponent’s head, it is difficult to make 
the opponent fear oneself’.98 The credibility of this resolve is based on two factors—interest 
and willpower. Interest is simply the degree of national security interest at stake for each side, 
meaning that the more one side has at stake in any given scenario the more credible their claim 
to use force will be. Willpower is slightly more convoluted, but is defined as ‘comprehensive 
reflection of the deterring side’s subjective factors, including the will, intelligence, and 
psychological qualities’, meaning each side’s determination to use force.99 If one has a lot 
at stake but is generally unwilling to use force, then overall one’s resolve will be naturally 
limited and deterrence—especially coercive aspects—will be more difficult. 

Possessing both the capability and the credible resolve to use such force, however, is 
useless unless one is able to communicate this to the other side. Communication—or as the 
Chinese military describes it, ‘deterrence information transmission’ (威慑信息传递, weishe 
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xinxi chuandi)—includes two aspects, the ‘information content’ that is transmitted and the 
‘transmission mode’.100 The information content is centred on the intended objective (what do 
you want the other side to do), what deterrence actions might be undertaken (what will you 
do), and one’s resolve to fulfil these threats (how committed are you). The transmission mode 
can be direct or indirect, and a statement or an action.101 Clarity, then, is critical: ‘Successful 
deterrence must make the deterred side be aware of the exact meaning expressed by the 
deterrence strength and the deterrence resolution’.102 Details of Chinese thinking on 
communication will be discussed more below. 

Deterrence Phases: Peacetime, Crisis, and Wartime 
The Chinese military conceptually breaks down deterrence into distinct phases, which will 

be familiar to Western analysts. These are generally consistent across the PLA publications we 
reviewed, though the specific terminology varies slightly. 

In peacetime, the PLA generally relies on China’s comprehensive national power, but 
especially its strategic capabilities, to ensure sustainable long-term deterrence through a 
balance of power with the adversary. This ‘peacetime deterrence posture’ is based on a 
‘static deterrence capability’ and is accomplished through ‘preventative deterrence activities’ 
targeted at ‘potential sources of threat’.103 The goal is to ‘form a normalised deterrence 
posture to force an opponent to not dare to act lightly or rashly’, and it can be accomplished 
in part through ‘low-intensity military activities’ such as ‘display[ing] the existence of the 
military, express[ing] security concerns, and declar[ing] the strategic bottom line’.104 

In crisis, the PLA transitions to a more proactive approach to deterrence (‘contingency 
deterrence’).105 This ‘emergency deterrence posture’ is based on a ‘dynamic deterrence 
capability’, leveraging mainly its military capabilities but also other national means.106 
Instead of deterring the adversary via a balance of power, this posture achieves deterrence 
through ‘a threat by revenge’.107 In crisis, China should showcase its core deterrence 
components—capability and resolve—in order to force the adversary to back down, while 
also preparing for war. If the adversary persists and further action is necessary, China 
can undertake deterrence actions that edge closer to war to further force the adversary to 
back down. 
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In wartime, deterrence is still an inescapable part of the conflict because of the desire to 
control the course of the war and limit the costs.108 The 2013 AMS Science of Military 
Strategy points out that for a Taiwan scenario, deterrence is still important to avoid 
U.S. intervention and to ensure other potential opponents, likely India, Japan, or South China 
Sea rival claimants, do not take advantage of China’s distraction to seize the initiative on 
another front.109 

Chinese discussions of the concept of ‘war control’ (战争控制, zhanzheng kongzhi), 
which is somewhat analogous to escalation management, illustrate how the PLA envisions 
transitioning between these phases. In his speech to the 19th Party Congress in October 2017, 
Xi Jinping said the PLA should be able to ‘to effectively shape the situation, manage crises, 
and deter and win wars’, largely reflecting preexisting doctrine from the 2013 AMS Science 
of Military Strategy.110 Yu Aishui, then the deputy political commissar of the Central Theatre 
Command (TC) Air Force, explained how this concept, derived from the laws of war, would 
apply in theory.111 Facing a security threat, the first step is to ‘shape the situation’ (塑造态势, 
suzao taishi) so as to prevent it from escalating, using not just the military but also diplomacy. 
If this fails and the situation does escalate into a crisis, then the PLA should manage the crisis 
(管控危机, guankong weiji) by being ready for the outbreak of war but not starting the war 
itself.112 If the crisis further escalates towards becoming an outright war, then war must be 
deterred (遏制战争, ezhi zhanzheng) through not just military actions but also diplomacy and 
‘mobilising public opinion forces’. If war does occur, then the PLA must win the war (打赢
战争, daying zhanzheng) through constant vigilance against an adversary’s surprise first 
move. This reflects how China’s integrated approach to deterrence continues through all 
three phases. 

Despite this public attention to escalation, there is concern the PLA will unintentionally 
stumble into hostilities during a crisis. One reason is that Western analysts remain concerned 
that the PLA does not appreciate the risks of escalation in a crisis, in part because of 
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‘Adjusting to the Requirement of the Times: Raising the Ability to Manage Crises’ [‘适应时代要求提升管控
危机能力’], PLA Daily, April 12, 2018. 
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overconfidence in its ability to practice ‘war control’.113 Another reason is that the PLA 
clearly links deterrence actions and actual preparations for war, or at least this perception. 
The 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy says, ‘The closer war preparations are to 
requirements of actual combat, the more capable they are to express strategic resolve and 
strategic capability, and the higher deterrence effectiveness they will have’.114 It adds, 
‘combine strategic unfolding with actual combat disposition to create a high-intensity 
deterrence posture, to show a strong resolve of willingness to tight and powerful actual 
strength, to force an opponent to promptly reverse course at the last minute before danger, 
and accomplish well the full preparations to transition from deterrence to war’.115 It further 
emphasises ‘attaching importance to close cooperation between deterrence activities and 
actual combat activities’, and explains that deterrence actions can ‘not only express the 
rapidness, precision, and irresistibility of operational activities . . . but also at the same time, 
creat[e] favorable conditions for going from deterrence to war’.116 Approximating the concept 
of brinkmanship, it further says, ‘When necessary we adopt appropriate amount of activities 
that borderline on warfare to force an opponent to acknowledge the difficulties and retreat and 
terminate when seeing danger’.117 This means that during a crisis, the PLA could undertake 
actions that are intended to look like (and actually are) Chinese preparations for war, but in 
reality are simply intended as bolder deterrence signals, without Beijing actually intending 
to start the war. An adversary may well interpret these as Chinese preparations for actual 
conflict and thus either increase their own signalling, or even pre-empt a perceived Chinese 
first strike. Lastly, some deterrence actions the PLA apparently views as deescalatory would 
likely be considered highly escalatory by others.118 This could prove especially problematic 
in cases where PLA deterrence actions are indistinguishable from preparations to conduct 
strikes. 

                                                
113 Alison A. Kaufman and Daniel M. Hartnett, Managing Conflict: Examining Recent PLA Writings on 
Escalation Control, Arlington, Va.: CNA Corporation, February 2016; Burgess Laird, War Control: Chinese 
Writings on the Control of Escalation in Crisis and Conflict, Washington, D.C.: Center for New American 
Security, 2017; Fiona S. Cunningham and M. Taylor Fravel, ‘Dangerous Confidence? Chinese Views on 
Nuclear Escalation’, International Security, Vol. 44, No. 2, Fall 2019, pp. 61–109. 
114 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 152. 
115 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 118. 
116 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 153. 
117 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 118. 
118 As a recent report on U.S.-China strategic dialogues notes, ‘US participants reacted quickly to debunk the 
idea that Chinese strikes against US space-based assets would be de-escalatory. Chinese reasoning was that 
since the United States depends heavily on space-based assets even for conventional operations, if its space-
based assets were quickly destroyed the United States would have to back down. US participants responded 
energetically that this was a dangerous misconception and that quite the opposite could be true: Chinese strikes 
against US space-based assets would be highly destabilizing, escalatory, and, depending on the circumstances, 
could even warrant a US nuclear response. The Chinese seemed incredulous that the United States would 
respond to such a threat in such a manner’. See Santoro and Gromoll, ‘On the Value of Nuclear Dialogue 
with China’. 
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Surveying Deterrence Actions 

Chinese authoritative texts describe a broad range of activities that can be undertaken to 
deter an adversary. Usually referred to as ‘deterrence actions’ (威慑行动, weishe xingdong) 
or ‘deterrence methods’ (威慑手段, weishe shouduan), these can generally be categorised 
as military activity, military readiness, demonstrating capabilities, and degrading enemy 
capabilities, along with nonmilitary means. Some of these are fairly universal, such as 
holding military parades and increasing combat readiness, but others are much more aggressive 
and could entail major escalation risks, such as conducting demonstration strikes or attacking 
an adversary’s early warning systems. Although the following overview is clearly not a 
complete list of all actions China may undertake in the future, it provides a sufficient 
outline to understand the likely range of possibilities. These actions are not intended as 
discrete, independent options but rather are much more likely to be employed in combination. 

One complicating factor for analysts of Chinese deterrence signalling is that many 
different types of PLA activities could be classified as deterrence actions, but they could 
include regular activities the PLA would undertake anyway, being leveraged for deterrent 
effect, as well as activities specifically undertaken for deterrent purposes. There is also a 
possibility that some PLA operations undertaken for other purposes, such as improving the 
PLA’s training, weapons research and development, or boosting the PLA’s image at home to 
make it more attractive to potential recruits, could be misinterpreted as primarily a deterrent 
action. In some cases, a particular action might serve multiple purposes. Deterrence signalling 
might be one of the purposes, but it might be a secondary goal, or it might not be a goal at all. 
Additionally, sometimes the PLA’s signalling may not be as clear and direct as it thinks it is, 
and based on the PLA literature, this could represent a failure in conveying its intended 
message. In other instances, however, China might be striving for ambiguity, in hopes that 
the resulting uncertainty would confuse the adversary and delay its decisionmaking, or 
perhaps make it behave more cautiously. In such cases, outside analysts of Chinese actions 
might see unclear intent or unclear messaging that raises questions about the PLA’s efficacy 
in deterrence signalling, but the PLA would likely regard the outcome as a success. 

Another complicating factor is that there is no single PLA playbook, at least available 
publicly, for how to conduct deterrence signalling across contingencies.119 Instead, China 
believes its approach to deterrence must be tailored to each individual instance.120 Addressing 
nuclear deterrence, the 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy asserts that ‘deterrent tactics 
must change with variation in the object and in accordance with the circumstances, and strictly 
avoid always following the same pattern’.121 This tailoring of China’s deterrence should be 
based on ‘the character, psychology, and degree of rationality of the decisionmakers on the 
deterred side; the adversary’s political system, decisionmaking mechanisms, value system, 
                                                
119 However, the below deterrence actions are remarkably consistent across services, domains, and authoritative 
texts. This has led some Western experts to suspect China may have an overarching deterrence doctrine that 
remains classified, but naturally we are unable to verify this. 
120 For a U.S. view on tailored deterrence, see Elaine Bunn, ‘Can Deterrence Be Tailored?’, NDU Strategic 
Forum, 225, January 2007. 
121 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 174. 
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and tradition of social change; and the influence of the masses on decisionmaking, plus the 
informationised levels of society, and the degree of national integrated-whole prosperity’. 
This information should inform a unique approach for the ‘deterrence mode, deterrent 
intensity, and deterrence tactics’, ultimately creating ‘a tactic for each nation, a tactic for 
each event, and a tactic for each circumstance’.122 The deterrence actions below provide one 
set of baseline options for China to tailor its signalling. 

The lack of a public PLA ‘playbook’ should not come as a surprise, since the United 
States also does not have a public playbook for its deterrence signalling. Nevertheless, the 
United States has well-known rhetoric and actions it undertakes to signal deterrence messages, 
known as Flexible Deterrence Options (FDOs). These are described as ‘preplanned, deterrence- 
oriented actions tailored to signal to and influence an adversary’s actions’ that ‘are developed 
for each instrument of national power―diplomatic, informational, military, and economic― 
but they are most effective when combined across the instruments of national power’.123 The 
most notable of these, especially from China’s perspective, is the use of U.S. aircraft carriers 
to signal both capability and resolve. Another is the use of bombers, whether the nuclear-
capable B-52 and B-2 or the conventional B-1B, to similar effect, flying near a country, such 
as around the Korean Peninsula or through the East or South China Seas. Rhetorically, 
successive U.S. administrations have consistently used graduating levels of ‘all options are 
on the table’ to signal their willingness to use force as well as exactly how close they are to 
using such force. In a sense, the absence of a U.S. signalling playbook is intentional, to leave 
strategic flexibility for U.S. responses to different situations, and the logic is very likely 
similar for China. 

The clearest Chinese list of deterrence actions comes from the 2015 National Defence 
University (NDU) version of the Science of Military Strategy, which lists eight actions. These 
are displayed in Figure 2.2. 

We divide PLA deterrence actions into the following categories: military activity; 
military readiness; demonstrating capabilities; degrading enemy capabilities and operational 
space; and other, nonmilitary actions. This assessment is based on the above list from the 
2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy, as well as from a compilation of references to 
different types of deterrence action from other PLA publications, such as Science of Second 
Artillery Campaigns.124 It is important to note that there is some overlap between types of 
deterrence actions, as some activities may fit in more than one of these categories. In 
addition, in many cases a particular action benefits the PLA in certain ways (e.g., normal 
training) but can also be leveraged for deterrence signalling: we call this a ‘dual-use’ activity, 
in contrast with other PLA actions that might be undertaken solely for deterrence purposes.125 
                                                
122 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 174. 
123 Joint Publication 5-0, Joint Planning, Washington, D.C.: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2017, pp. F1–F8. 
124 The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns lists seven distinct deterrence actions: (1) exerting pressure 
through public opinion, (2) raising the level of weapons preparation, (3) demonstrating strength, (4) creation of 
the momentum with the troops, (5) launch exercises, (6) nearby (critical region) test launches, (7) reducing the 
nuclear deterrence threshold (or adjusting nuclear policies). See Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second 
Artillery Campaigns, pp. 280–296. 
125 The authors would like to thank a reviewer for raising this point. 
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Figure 2.2. A List of Chinese Deterrence Actions 

 
SOURCE: Xiao Tianliang [肖天亮], ed., Science of Military Strategy [战略学], Beijing: National Defence 
University Press [国防大学出版社], 2015, pp. 129–131. 

This has the potential to create considerable noise in deterrence messaging and may raise 
some questions about the clarity of deterrence signals, which often need to be considered in 
the context of other purposes for which the PLA may be conducting the observed activities. 

Military Activity 

Mobilising, moving, or exercising military forces is the most common form of deterrence 
actions referenced across authoritative Chinese military texts. Indeed, these actions are often 
seen in the case studies detailed later in Chapters 4 and 5. Frequently referenced actions include 

• military exercises 
• adjusting military deployments/posture, troop manoeuvres, moving nuclear weapons, 

deploying new hardware 
• military parades/displaying advanced weapons 
• weapons tests, missile launches 
• the selective release of information (via media leaks, inviting foreign officials or 

attachés to visit military facilities or events, revealed to overhead satellites, etc.).126 

These actions can be undertaken in any phase of deterrence—peacetime, crisis, or 
perhaps even wartime—and their scale and transparency can be calibrated to the intended 

                                                
126 Drawn from AMS Military Strategy Department, ed., Science of Military Strategy [战略学], 2nd ed., Beijing: 
Academy of Military Science Press, 2001; Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns; 
Zhang Yuliang, Science of Campaigns; China Strategic Missile Force Encyclopedia [中国战略导弹部队百科
全书], Beijing: China Encyclopedia Publishing House, 2012; AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of 
Military Strategy, 3rd ed.; Xiao Tianliang [肖天亮], ed., Science of Military Strategy [战略学], Beijing: 
National Defence University Publishing House [北京国防大学出版社], 2015. 
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effect. The 2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy states that they ‘can be displayed 
publicly, or [they] can be treated with ambiguity, leaving the other party with room for 
conjecture and imagination’, with an objective of demonstrating capability and resolve, 
‘creating a psychological fear of retaliation’.127 These activities can be transmitted in a variety 
of ways, including in-person visits to missile launch sites, military diplomacy such as port 
visits, public release via the media, or even just revealed privately to satellites passing 
overhead.128 Some of these, especially military exercises, can be undertaken with other 
countries so as to confuse the deterred side or to hide actual preparations for war.129 They 
can even include deception, for example by exaggerating the troop strength for a military 
exercise or faking deployments.130 

As with the other categories of deterrence actions, these types of military activities can 
serve multiple purposes, and deterrence or intimidation of potential adversaries may not 
always be the primary goal associated with a given military activity. For example, the PLA 
conducts exercises for a variety of reasons, including for unit-level, combined-arms, and joint 
training, and for integrating new personnel into the PLA. As for military parades, they are also 
important for domestic reasons, such as appealing to nationalist sentiments and highlighting 
military modernisation as one of the accomplishments of the Party leadership. In addition, 
weapons tests and missile launches may be leveraged for deterrence purposes, but they 
are typically conducted primarily for other reasons, such as research and development, 
verification, or crew training. This can make it difficult to determine whether there is a 
particular deterrence signal associated with some weapons tests or missile launches, apart 
from a more general message highlighting advances in China’s capabilities. If the timing 
coincides with other events, such as high-level visits or tension in bilateral relationships, an 
otherwise routine weapons test or missile launch could be misinterpreted as a more pointed 
message where one may not have been intended.131 

PLA writings address the value of properly calibrating the messaging around normal 
exercises.132 A November 2006 PLA Daily article notes the relationship between actual 
preparations for war (training) and deterrence, which Xi has highlighted as well.133 It says, 
‘In-depth and solid military training is not only considered a direct preparation for military 
                                                
127 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, pp. 129–130. 
128 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns; Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, 
p. 129. 
129 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 129. 
130 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns. 
131 For example, the test of the J-20 during then-Secretary of Defense Robert Gates’s visit to China in January 
2011. See Andrew Scobell, ‘The J-20 Episode and Civil-Military Relations in China’, written testimony 
submitted to the U.S. China Economic and Security Review Commission, March 10, 2011, CT-357. 
132 For a recent analysis of Chinese military exercises use for signalling, see Christopher D. Yung, ‘“Politics in 
Command”: The Political Dimensions of Chinese Military Exercises’, in Beatrice Heuser, Tormod Heier, and 
Guillaume Lasconjarias, eds., Military Exercises: Political Messaging and Strategic Impact, Rome: NATO 
Defence College, 2018, pp. 333–352. 
133 Zhao Zhongqi [赵中其], ‘Training Has Deterrent Power Too’ [‘训练也有威慑效能’], PLA Daily [解放军报], 
November 21, 2006. 
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struggle, but also a major means to deter the adversaries and create favourable strategic 
situation in peacetime’. It notes that ‘major powers like the U.S. and Russia give top priority 
to the flexible use of military might, and more often than not, they would resort to the modus 
operandi of translating training into deterrence in the process of engaging in military 
training’. This is especially true for U.S. exercises such as the Schriever space exercise 
series and U.S. exercises in Asia. The goal is simple: ‘To train the troops and enhance the 
actual fighting capability on the one hand, and to show off their fighting power so as to meet 
their strategic intention of deterring and containing the potential rivals on the other’, which 
can be accomplished by ‘establish[ing] the concept of using training as a means of deterrence 
and combining training with deterring purpose’. This can be done in two specific ways: 
‘First, we should give plenty of publicity to military trainings with low confidential value to 
display the achievements of our military modernisation drive and the improvement of combat 
effectiveness. Second, we should intentionally showcase the fine quality, first-rate operational 
strength and down-to-earth preparation for war by taking the opportunity of military exchanges 
with foreign countries in order to serve the grand strategy of containing war and safeguarding 
peace’.134 A similar article in 2008 frames increased PLA transparency about its exercises, 
such as ‘Peace Mission-2007’ with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, as a ‘good 
opportunity to display its capabilities’.135 More recently in January 2021, a PLA commentator 
reiterated this point: ‘even if war never breaks out, the PLA has to be trained to that level, so 
it can serve as an effective deterrent’.136 

Military Readiness 

Increasing military readiness can be a useful way to calibrate the intensity of deterrence. 
China has at times of crisis used public announcements of combat readiness and mobilisation. 
Frequently referenced actions include 

• increasing combat readiness—battlefield construction, intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (ISR) activity, patrols 

• raising weapon alert/readiness status 
• mobilising the military, recalling troops, declaring mobilisation orders from National 

People’s Congress (NPC), China’s rubber-stamp legislature 
• enhancing national defence education 
• making leadership visits or inspections 
• making statements of resolve by leadership  
• undertaking local civilian defensive measures such as emergency mobilisation, civil 

air defence, traffic protection, and defensive operations drills, frontline evacuation 
• urging relevant countries to evacuate diasporas and office personnel.137 

                                                
134 Zhao Zhongqi, ‘Training Has Deterrent Power Too’. 
135 Liu Fengan [刘逢安], ‘Increased Transparency in Military Exercises Can Enhance Deterrence’ [‘加大军事
演习透明度可增强威慑效果’], PLA Daily [解放军报], April 29, 2008. 
136 Liu Zhen, ‘China’s Military “Prepares for War” with Joint Operations, Cross-Training’, South China Morning 
Post, January 24, 2021. 
137 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns; China Strategic Missile Force Encyclopedia. 
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These actions are intended to signal increasing preparations for war, through both 
demonstrating a warfighting capability and communicating resolve for the use of force. As 
the 2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy explains, the message is to ‘create the atmosphere 
that if you force the decision of whether or not to go to war [the choice of war] onto me, then 
I will absolutely fight without hesitation’, with the objective of forcing the other side to back 
down from its intended course of action.138 Some of these actions are categorised by the 2015 
NDU Science of Military Strategy as ‘creating a climate of war’, which leans into psychological 
warfare, with the objective of ‘deterring people with imminent war pressure’.139 

As with the other types of deterrence actions, many of the types of activities related to 
military readiness listed in Chinese sources can be undertaken for a variety of reasons apart 
from deterrence signalling. For example, increased combat readiness or military mobilisation 
could be required as preparation for actual use of force in a particular scenario. Additionally, 
China could determine that increasing readiness by dispersing mobile missile forces to hide 
sites was necessary to protect them from an anticipated enemy attack. As for leadership visits 
and inspections, Party leaders could see them as useful domestically, perhaps as a vehicle 
for demonstrating their personal power and authority, or as a means of underscoring their 
commitment to upholding the long-standing principal of Party control over the PLA. The 
risk, as with other militaries, is that the PLA increases military readiness during a crisis as a 
deterrence action, but it is misinterpreted by the target country as an actual preparation for 
war, unintentionally escalating the crisis towards a conflict. 

Demonstrating Capabilities 

At a certain point, if the adversary has not backed down, then conducting demonstration 
or warning strikes or limited offensive operations can once again signal capability and 
resolve. Referenced actions include 

• a limited ‘warning’ strike against the enemy 
• an inert ICBM strike into maritime area 
• a conventional ICBM strike against adversary territory.140 

These are likely to be undertaken in a crisis or even during a war and are intended to be 
limited in scope. The 2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy describes a warning strike as a 
‘small-scale strike . . . in response to a serious provocation by the enemy’, aiming at ‘military 
and political targets that have obvious deterrent effects, are relatively isolated and easy to 
fight, and do not hurt the people’.141 These strikes will likely use ground- or air-launched 
precision-guided munitions (PGMs), but they can also involve artillery or special operations 
forces (SOF). The objective is to ‘show the capability to strike and, if necessary, the resolve 
to strike’, but not to actually degrade the adversary’s warfighting potential. However, since 
                                                
138 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 130. 
139 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy; China Strategic Missile Force Encyclopedia. 
140 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns; Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy. 
141 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 130. 
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this includes the offensive use of force and thus risks escalation, it is ‘necessary to correctly 
judge the situation, strictly control the means and scale of the strike, and prevent operations 
from escalating and expanding into war’.142 For the extreme situation of deterring U.S. nuclear 
use, the 2004 Science of Second Artillery Campaigns suggests deterrence actions such as 
launching ICBMs without nuclear warheads towards predetermined maritime regions, and 
striking U.S. (assumed to be continental United States [CONUS]) ‘key targets’ with 
conventionally armed ICBMs to spur antiwar sentiments and deter an impending attack.143 

The latter option illustrates how problematic some high-intensity deterrence actions described 
in PLA publications could be if carried out in an unfolding crisis or during a conventional 
conflict, especially one involving the United States or another nuclear-armed adversary. The 
United States (or another country) probably would not know the warheads were conventional 
until their arrival, and the ambiguity could be as likely to trigger further escalation as to deter 
it, if not more so.144 

General Secretary Xi has also suggested that beyond a limited strike, China may decide to 
conduct a small war to stop a larger war from occurring. In his October 2020 commemoration 
of the 70th anniversary of China’s intervention into the Korean War, Xi said, ‘It is necessary 
to speak to invaders in the language they know: that is, use war to prevent war [以战止战, 以
武止戈] . . . and use a [military] victory to win peace and respect’.145 While this statement 
may reflect some level of nationalistic sabre-rattling for domestic audiences, it also illustrates 
that the Chinese leadership does believe the use of force can ultimately have deterrent, and 
thus de-escalatory, effects if used correctly. 

Degrading Enemy Capabilities and Operational Space 

Another more aggressive set of options that could be intended to serve purposes of 
deterrence or intimidation is to degrade an adversary’s capabilities and/or operational space. 
Referenced actions include 

• degrading adversary defensive systems through ‘information attacks’, such as early-
warning, air-defence, and missile-defence systems by means of electronic warfare 
(EW) or cyberattacks 

• restricting the adversary’s military operations—no-fly zone, close ISR, and so on.146 

                                                
142 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 131. 
143 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns, pp. 291 and 402. 
144 For discussion of related U.S. thinking, see Nate Jones, Able Archer 83: The Secret History of the NATO 
Exercise That Almost Triggered Nuclear War, Washington, D.C.: National Security Archives, 2016; Fred 
Kaplan, The Bomb: Presidents, Generals, and the Secret History of Nuclear War, New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 2020, p. 257. 
145 ‘Xi Jinping: Speech at the Ceremony Commemorating the 70th Anniversary of the Chinese People’s 
Volunteers’ Fighting to Resist the United States and Aid Korea’ [‘习近平：在纪念中国人民志愿军抗美援朝
出国作战 70周年大会上的讲话’], Xinhua, October 23, 2020. Translation via Shannon Tiezzi, ‘In Korean War 
Commemoration, Xi Warns That China Will “Use War to Prevent War”’, The Diplomat, October 24, 2020. 
146 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 130. 
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These are likely undertaken during crisis so as to achieve maximum effect before the war 
begins, but could be undertaken during war. Degrading an adversary’s defensive systems can 
be accomplished through using unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) to conduct electromagnetic 
interference, using EW aircraft to jam radars, jamming satellite communications (SATCOM), 
jamming airborne early warning (AEW), controlling adversary TVs, and conducting 
cyberattacks against potential targets.147 While this has military effects, the deeper purpose is 
to create psychological pressure by limiting the adversary’s warfighting ability. The other 
option is to limit the adversary’s space for military operations by creating no-fly zones or  
no-sail zones under the pretext of military exercises and tests, controlling sea or airspaces, or 
organising patrols, as well as operating or even threatening the adversary’s air and maritime 
traffic routes.148 While there is less ambiguity in these deterrence actions, they similarly pose 
risks for escalation if they lead the target country to assume these actions are the first steps 
towards an all-out war, and not simply intended as a signal of Chinese capability and resolve.  

Nonmilitary Actions 

China has a broad view of the means that can be used for deterrence or coercion, and 
although they are less discussed in PLA texts, these include nonmilitary actions by actors 
other than the military. Referenced actions include 

• diplomatic pressure 
• economic pressure 
• public opinion (psychological) pressure.149 

This represents what many analysts called Beijing’s whole-of-government approach and 
what the PLA refers to as one aspect of ‘integrated deterrence’.150 As the 2013 AMS Science of 
Military Strategy succinctly describes, ‘Jiang Zemin emphasised the importance of developing 
comprehensive national power for enhancing military deterrence’, which includes politics, 
economics, science, technology, and culture.151 Most notable recent examples have centred on 
diplomatic disputes, such as China’s retaliation against Australia for calling for an international 
inquiry into the origins of COVID-19. However, this approach can easily extend to the security 
domain, such as Beijing’s opposition to South Korea’s decision to allow the U.S. deployment 
of the Theater High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) ballistic missile defence (BMD) system 
in 2016. Such actions would likely be coordinated to some degree at high levels of the  

                                                
147 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 130. 
148 Xiao Tianliang, Science of Military Strategy, p. 130. 
149 AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 139. 
150 Michael Chase and Arthur Chan, China’s Evolving Approach to “Integrated Strategic Deterrence,” Santa 
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Party-state, and may even be Beijing’s favoured approach when its nonmilitary leverage is 
sufficient to avoid resorting to military pressure. 

There is little public discussion in authoritative Chinese texts about how these disparate 
whole-of-government tools would be coordinated towards coherent signalling. However, the 
Science of Second Artillery Campaigns does address this in the context of how to manipulate 
foreign public opinion for deterrence: 

The method of exerting pressure through public opinion must be carried out 
under unified planning, in accordance with the deterrence plans of supreme 
command, and applying many types of public opinion dissemination tools. 
Early on, nonauthoritative suggestions and warnings and other methods of 
public opinion propaganda can be adopted to create momentum in order to 
seize the broad support of international public opinion. At appropriate 
times, high-level public opinion dissemination should be carried out 
from authoritative deterrence mechanisms, adopting the speeches by the 
highest officers, press conferences, public announcements, and other 
forms that are directed at the enemy to exert high-power psychological 
pressure.152 

Graduated Levels of Deterrence in Strategic Domains 

As the service with the most developed thinking on deterrence, the PLARF has categorised 
these common deterrent actions into three levels of intensity for their intended impact on the 
adversary, reflecting a desire for a tailored and graduated approach to deterrence.153 The first, 
low-intensity deterrence uses the missile forces in a nonconfrontational style to communicate 
their capability and resolve by increasing their combat readiness and recalling troops currently 
on leave. The second level, medium-intensity deterrence is intended to send a stronger signal 
through bolder actions by issuing combat readiness orders, switching weapon systems to 
higher-alert status, adjusting deployments, and by having leadership visit missile forces. 
The third level, high-intensity deterrence includes staging large-scale exercises, publicly 
announcing missile tests, and raising combat readiness to the highest level, as well as 
mobilising troops to launch sites and finalising launch preparations. These are to be 
increasingly targeted for the intended audience. 

One important reason to appropriately calibrate deterrence intensity is to preserve 
strategic flexibility for both sides. As the Science of Second Artillery Campaigns makes 
clear in its detailed explanation of signalling for nuclear deterrence, it is important to ‘leave 
sufficient room for maneuver. . . . During nuclear deterrence, one should retain ample room 
for maneuvering, prudently select the lowest threshold of the use of nuclear weapons to 
threaten the enemy’.154 
                                                
152 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns, p. 283. 
153 China Strategic Missile Force Encyclopaedia, p. 80. This language is mirrored somewhat in the 2013 AMS 
Science of Military Strategy, which mentions low intensity and high intensity in relation to deterrence without 
such detail. See AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., pp. 118–119. 
154 Yu Jixun and Li Tilin, Science of Second Artillery Campaigns, p. 295. 
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It should be noted that one issue that arises in analysing PLARF publications is 
disentangling its discussion of nuclear and conventional forces. Sometimes it is clearly 
stated, or apparent from the context, that a particular discussion of deterrence actions or 
principles refers specifically to either nuclear or conventional missile forces. However, in 
other instances it is unclear if a passage is referring to nuclear or conventional missiles 
specifically or is intended apply to both nuclear and conventional missiles. The PLA clearly 
views both its nuclear and conventional forces as relevant in the context of deterrence 
signalling, and this is made explicit in the Science of Second Artillery Campaigns.155 

Beyond the nuclear and conventional domains, the PLA is very focussed on the 
implications of new domains, namely space and cyber, for strategic effects and it believes 
they merit their own consideration for signalling—though they again appear quite similar to 
the broader PLA signalling playbook. As the 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy says, 
‘Since the entry into the new century, along with the rapid development and wide-ranging 
application of S&T [science and technology], and in particular IT [information technology], 
networks and outer space gradually developed into new strategic deterrence fields, and 
strategic deterrence could be achieved by synthetically applying multiple means of 
deterrence’.156 In the cyber domain, PLA texts reveal four potential deterrence actions: 
‘(1) demonstration of cyberattack technology testing; (2) partial disclosure of cyber weapons 
and equipment through the media; (3) [staging of] operational exercises in cyberspace; and 
(4) disclosure of cyberattacks that were conducted’.157 PLA analysts discuss a similar ‘ladder 
of intensity levels’ for deterrence for the PLAAF.158 

In the space domain, authoritative PLA texts outline four incremental steps for deterrence 
signalling.159 A 2013 AMS textbook on space operations asserts that signalling in space ‘often 
employs the method of gradual escalation to continually increase the intensity of enemy 
deterrence’, though it notes that these actions can be taken in any order, or all at the same 
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time, and ‘should be employed flexibly based on the circumstances at the time’.160 In 
growing order of ‘intensity’, the four actions are 

1. ‘Displays of space forces’, which can be done during peacetime and early in a crisis. 
This ‘low-intensity deterrence action’ can be achieved through testing (disclosed 
publicly or not), propaganda, displaying equipment at exhibitions, and inviting 
foreign attachés to visit unspecified facilities. It is usually coordinated with political 
and diplomatic activities and can be communicated through TV, radio, computers, or 
newspapers. 

2. ‘Space military exercises’, which can be conducted if the crisis escalates. Exercise 
types include ‘anti-spacecraft exercises’, ‘space assault exercises’, and ‘space 
information support exercises’, all across offense and defence with either actual 
troops, computer simulation, or live ammunition. These serve not only to 
communicate capability and resolve but also to actually prepare PLA forces for 
combat, if it occurs. As with some other examples, it is worth noting that such space 
exercises could fit into multiple categories of types of deterrence actions, and could 
also be conducted primarily (or even solely) for training purposes, potentially 
complicating their interpretation as deterrence signals. 

3. ‘Deployment of space forces’, which can be conducted if the crisis further worsens 
and the adversary is preparing for war. This ‘medium- or high-intensity’ deterrence 
action can be achieved through either the ‘projection of space forces’, namely 
spacecraft launch and recovery (which would presumably rely on the rapid space 
launch capabilities and other advanced capabilities China is developing), or the 
‘deployment and adjustment of space forces’, namely adjusting space-based 
and ground-based information and firepower networks. This serves not only to 
communicate capability and resolve but also to actually prepare PLA forces for 
combat. 

4. ‘Space shock and awe strikes’, which are warning strikes and a ‘last resort’ as the 
‘highest form of space deterrence’. These are divided into ‘soft strikes’, namely 
information-based attacks through cyber or other means to disrupt the adversary’s 
C4ISR, and ‘hard strikes’, namely sudden and limited kinetic attacks on ‘sensitive’ 
adversary systems.161 

While there may be some public disclosure of these activities by China, and perhaps by 
the target country or countries, it will otherwise be very difficult for nongovernmental 
analysts to assess Chinese deterrence actions in these domains. 

Psychological Emphasis and Deception 
The focus on dissuading adversary decisionmakers from a specific undesirable course of 

action places a heavy emphasis on the psychological aspect of deterrence. This includes using 
information to manipulate adversary perceptions, and thus adversary behaviour, through 
psychological warfare and other means. 
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This psychological component is consistent throughout Chinese military writings on 
deterrence. The 2001 AMS edition of Science of Military Strategy says, ‘only when the 
implementation of strategic deterrence brings about psychological shock on the opponent and 
he is aware of the outcome of his continuous confrontation to be the loss outweighing the 
gain, can he be forced to submit and compromise’.162 The 2013 AMS edition of Science of 
Military Strategy notes that ‘the carrier for deterrence to produce an effect is the opponent's 
psychological activities’, and defines deterrence as ‘a military notion and also a psychological-
political notion’, with the goal of ‘let[ting] the deterred side imagine or speculate [about] the 
horrible consequence that might be produced by this type of threat, so as to incite psychological 
fear in the deterred side’.163 The 2011 PLA dictionary similarly explains that operational-
level campaign deterrence has the goal of ‘putting strong military pressure on the enemy, 
causing it to worry and fear, and thus to abandon certain actions’.164 This psychological 
impact can either be achieved by ‘brewing’ ‘in-advance’ deterrence to highlight the potential 
of future strikes, ‘creating a powerful psychological pressure within the enemy to strive for 
subduing the enemy without going to battle’, or it can extend into wartime, by using actual 
strikes for a deterrence effect to maximise ‘psychological shock and awe’.165 

Deception, including disinformation, is a key if often overlooked component of Chinese 
deterrence behaviour, found in nearly all authoritative military texts. Since the Chinese 
approach to deterrence is centred on achieving desired political outcomes and rests heavily on 
manipulating adversary perceptions, manipulating information is an inherently inseparable 
part of Chinese deterrence signalling. This is clearest in the PLARF’s 2004 Science of Second 
Artillery Campaigns, where one of the five principles of ‘campaign deterrence’ is to ‘integrate 
the true and the false and use stratagems to seize victory’.166 It goes on to tout the leakage  
(泄露 , xielou) of both true and false information as necessary to create a strong deterrent 
force, including false forces, false targets, false positions, false intelligence, and even false 
actions, such as exaggerating the size of an exercise.167 The goal is to ‘cause the enemy to make 
faulty judgments’ and to ‘make it difficult to discern the true from the false, and . . . make it 
difficult for the enemy to decide upon operational decisions, ultimately achieving the goal of 
“victory through deterrence”’.168 Similarly, the 2011 PLA dictionary defines ‘intelligence 
deterrence’ as ‘using the information you have or releasing false information in order to force 
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the opponent to abandon or reduce the intensity of the confrontation’.169 This even applies to 
nuclear deterrence: ‘In the process of demonstrating nuclear strength, fake launch positions 
and already-known silos should also be used as sites of deterrence. At the same time, they 
should be equipped with various types of missiles and nuclear weapons and related supporting 
facilities to combine the true and the false and make false and real things reinforce each 
other. [Foreign] ambassadors, military attaches and reporters from the relevant countries 
can be invited to tour the sites and take photos to consciously show [our] strength’.170 These 
all reveal a broad desire to accomplish deterrence through information manipulation in 
many forms. 

Offensive psychological warfare is a related component of Chinese deterrence thinking. 
Often referred to as ‘psychological deterrence’, this concept focusses on undermining enemy 
will to fight as a way of reducing its resolve, improving your relative deterrence, and thus 
force the enemy to submit to your demands.171 This can apply to enemy leadership, troops, or 
the general public. A 2013 PLA textbook for psychological warfare explains the objective is 
to ‘cause the enemy to be confused and make wrong decisions, making them reduce or lose 
combat effectiveness’ through ‘using radio, aircraft, balloons, or other means to amplify their 
anxiety of hostile warfare, fear of death and injury, aversion to hardships, and the thought of 
the hometown of loved ones’.172 The 2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy even explicitly 
calls for the ‘three warfares’ (public opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal 
warfare) to be part of ‘creating a climate of war’, one of the prescribed deterrence actions.173 
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The PLA developed this approach in part by learning from recent U.S. military operations, 
including the Iraq War, a major inspiration for PLA psychological warfare.174 

PLA researchers have explicitly explored the value of information manipulation 
(including disinformation) for deterrence.175 During 2010–2011, a group of PLA National 
University of Defence Technology (NUDT) researchers explored the use of manipulated 
video for psychological warfare.176 They explored psychological warfare deterrence, 
specifically ‘video deterrence’ (视频威慑, shipin weishe), along with other forms of 
manipulated videos such as ‘distorted videos’ (篡改视频, cuangai shipin) and ‘fake videos’  
(虚拟视频, xuni shipin).177 They described this as one component of ‘psychological warfare 
deterrence information’ (心理战威慑信息, xinlizhan weishe xinxi), which can be delivered  
in person, through dropping leaflets and through radio, television, and computer networks, 
with the goal of ‘causing psychological damage’.178 ‘Video deterrence’, according to the 
NUDT researchers, can be applied alongside ‘limited or selected true deterrence’ in 
peacetime and wartime and uses ‘multimedia, online information and other methods to 
transmit virtual military exercises, and display weapons to the other side’, with the goal of 
achieving ‘the largest psychological suppressive effect for the smallest cost’.179 Most notably, 
they specifically suggested using ‘audio-visual technology to imitate the voice of the national 
leadership and battlefield commanders to mislead the adversary’s decisionmakers into wrong 
decisions’.180 Table 2.1 provides a translated table from this 2011 NUDT article that explains 
in explicit terms the breakdown of psychological warfare tactics employed in service of 
deterrence during peacetime and wartime (but not crisis) against an adversary. 

There are some real-world examples of PLA signalling that align fairly well with this 
approach. Most prominently is the PLAAF’s December 2016 release of a photo of Chinese 
H-6K bombers flying near an island with mountains, which the PLAAF claimed to be Taiwan. 
However, Taiwan’s MND rejected this claim and labelled it ‘psychological warfare’, saying 
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Table 2.1. People’s Liberation Army Breakdown of Tailored Psychological Warfare 

Operational 
Phase 

Operational 
Target Tactics 

Information 
Type Vector Operational Goal 

Peacetime Domestic masses 
International 
society 

National 
Programming 
Plan 

Truthful  Strengthening 
domestic confidence 
International public 
opinion support 

Wartime Adversary elites 
Battlefield troops 
Masses 

Edit video 
content 
Selectively 
broadcast true 
information 
Pure 
disinformation 

Truthful + 
disinformation 
Truthful 
Disinformation 

EW interference 
Internet 
penetration 

Oppose war 
Pressure wartime 
psychology 
[Induce] 
commanders’ 
incorrect decisions 

SOURCE: Bu Jiang et al., ‘The Research on Video Based Psychological Warfare and Its Key Technology’ [‘基于
视频的心理战及其关键技术’], Fire Control and Command Control [火力与指挥控制], December 2011, via Nathan 
Beauchamp-Mustafaga, ‘Cognitive Domain Operations: The PLA’s New Holistic Concept for Influence Operations’, 
China Brief, September 6, 2019. 
 
the Chinese planes did not fly close enough for such a photo, and thus it must have been 
manipulated.181 The PLAAF has nonetheless continued to use the video to taunt Taiwan via 
social media. This example is explored more in a case study in Chapter 4. 

Looking forward, the advent of ‘deep fakes’ and related manipulated information online, 
enabled by advanced processing software, is very likely to facilitate further PLA use of 
disinformation for deterrence. These manipulated videos for deterrence require advanced 
video-processing technology and something referred to as ‘sound-image synthesis technology’ 
(声像合成技术, shengxiang hecheng jishu), which appears to have been a PLA version of 
‘deep fakes’ before the term was popularised, dating to at least 2007.182 Various versions of 
this ‘synthesis’ technology have been employed over the years by PLA researchers to make 
it a rare but consistent component to psychological warfare research. More recently, the 
PLA has expanded its research to deep fakes (深伪, shenwei or 换脸技术, huanlian jishu), 
including in a 2019 article that mentioned the application of deep fakes for psychological 
warfare in the context of military operations in smart cities.183 

Deterrence Communication 
Although China acknowledges the importance of communicating deterrence signals, there 

is limited available public writing to understand how China thinks about the actual specifics 
of this communication. Insofar as it is discussed, this is most often described in authoritative  
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texts as ‘transmitting deterrence information’ (传递威慑信息, chuandi weishe xinxi) through 
channels (途径, tujing or 渠道, qudao), though this phrase is not used in much of the broader 
PLA literature. 

Although national strength and overall capabilities are crucial elements of deterrence, 
Chinese military thought reveals that communication and transmission are almost equally 
important because deterrence in essence is psychological and thus opponents must receive 
and believe the messages being conveyed. The 2001 Science of Military Strategy acknowledges 
that deterrence inherently involves interacting with the adversary and ‘requires taking [one’s] 
capabilities and resolve to use those capabilities as information transmitted to the other side, 
and to directly create psychological pressure on the other side through a sense of awe’.184 
However, there is no detailed discussion of how to properly transmit this information. The 
2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy qualifies that the specific methods used should 
‘mainly be determined according to the [intended] effect of the information’, while 
emphasising that a basic prerequisite is to ensure transmission channels remain  
unblocked.185 The 2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy provides minimally more 
guidance, recommending ‘through multiple channels to clearly transmit capability and 
resolve to use force in a timely, fast, and accurate manner’.186 

There are, nonetheless, some broad trends in discussions of how deterrence messages 
should be transmitted. Most recently, both the 2013 AMS and 2015 NDU versions of the 
Science of Military Strategy emphasise both direct and indirect communication, with the 
2015 NDU version recommending ‘fully using all types of exchanges and communication, 
including directly communicating with the decisionmakers and going through third-party 
intermediaries’, and specifically mentioning that ‘wireless radio, TV and other media as well 
as the Internet are effective transmission methods’.187 

It is not an accident that the clearest descriptions of communication are from discussions 
of how to use psychological warfare for deterrence. One of the PLARF’s deterrence actions, 
shaping foreign public opinion through propaganda, is fundamentally based on psychological 
warfare tactics. The 2012 PLARF encyclopedia defines this as ‘sending definitive messages 
through various media and propaganda of combat resolve, will, capability, and so on, to the 
opponent in order to achieve the goal of shock and awe’.188 In a rare example of specific 
steps for how to transmit deterrence information, the 2004 Science of Second Artillery 
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Campaigns explains that ‘using multiple types of propaganda vehicles’, the strategic missile 
force should 

1. release a news announcement showcasing new missiles through TV, internet, or press 
conferences 

2. release images of missile forces training to foreign media 
3. issue a serious warning to the adversary that a missile strike will be launched.189 

The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns also addresses what the PLARF should do 
and how it should communicate deterrence signals in the event of an intervention by the 
‘strong enemy’, namely the United States, during a Taiwan conflict: 

• If the ‘enemy’ begins to intervene, Beijing should ‘fiercely denounce the enemy’s 
interventionist activities, and prepare for comprehensive operations’. 

• If the ‘enemy’ threatens China, Beijing should broadcast videos of missile exercises 
to show that it is prepared to fight. 

• If the enemy’s aircraft carrier combat group uses military force against China, Beijing 
should communicate via diplomatic, broadcast, and TV channels that the potential for 
PLA conventional missile strikes against the aircraft carriers ‘will not be removed 
from possibility’.190	

In practice, however, it is difficult to imagine Beijing responding to a U.S. use of force 
against China in a Taiwan scenario with only a warning and no retaliation. 

There is some awareness that deterrence messages may not be transmitted seamlessly.191 
The 2001 Science of Military Strategy warns that deterrence will be unsuccessful ‘if the other 
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side does not receive this information, or if the information they receive is unclear, or if the 
side being deterred believes it is a bluff’.192 The 2015 NDU Science of Military Strategy 
recognises the importance of the two sides sharing ‘an identical or close cognitive logic, 
for example both sides want to avoid war, reduce casualties and uphold stability’.193 The 
challenge, however, is if one side is ‘willing to take risks at any cost’. This means that one 
‘must seriously research the other side’s decisionmaker’s psychological characteristics and 
behaviour (way of acting), flexibly employ deterrence methods and apply comprehensive 
pressure in a targeted manner’.194 The 2013 AMS version notes this applies to nuclear 
deterrence as well, in that ‘the practical effect of nuclear deterrence directly depends upon 
how the side being deterred perceives and understands the deterrent information’.195 

Highlighting this relative lack of emphasis on the communication component for 
deterrence signalling is a 2014 article focussed on developing a systematic approach to 
strategic deterrence.196 Published in a Chinese military journal, it analyses a case of 
deterrence in which China (referenced as Actor A) is using force against another 
party, likely Taiwan (Actor C), and there is a risk that the United States (Actor B) might 

                                                                                                                                                  
Analysis of Compellence in Military Affairs’ [‘军事威逼博弈分析’], Operations Research and Management 
Science [运筹与管理], 2010, pp. 5–8; Zhang Xiaojuan [张小娟], Xiang Ganghua [向钢华], Hu Xizhen  
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intervene.197 One graphic in the article depicts how the authors envision Chinese deterrence 
actions shaping the United States’ decision whether to intervene on behalf of Actor C. 
Despite much effort put into depicting the inputs, decision points, and possible interactions 
between all three actors, the graphic contains only a single component actually linking the 
two sides. The graphic describes that ‘Actor A [China] transmits its power, objective and 
resolve through a series of deterrence actions’, which Actor B (the United States) then 
makes a judgement on and responds to. This is to say, there is no analysis of how the signal 
may be received, misperceived, misinterpreted or the possibility that China’s action could 
unintentionally escalate the crisis to an unexpected or undesired state. 

Conclusion 
Although the PRC does not have much recent experience with high-end deterrence in a 

crisis situation, it clearly has invested time and energy into developing its own thinking on 
deterrence. This PRC thinking on deterrence appears relatively consistent over time, though it 
has evolved with some important exceptions, such as a growing emphasis on the space and 
cyber domains and discussions about transitioning to a launch on warning posture for China’s 
nuclear missile force.198 This external appearance of continuity may reflect a dearth of new 
authoritative PLA sources in recent years, and as new versions of the Science of Military 
Strategy likely are published in the coming years, analysts should be prepared to update their 
understanding of PRC deterrence signalling. Nevertheless, the core principles remain the 
same and this chapter presents the best information available and closest approximation to 
what the PLA teaches its own officers. 

For Western analysts, the key to understanding PRC deterrence is to realise that weishe 
embodies both dissuasion and compellence, and that Beijing will use military tools for 
coercive political objectives. The PLA focus, much like the United States, on tailored 
deterrence to each specific adversary and incident—and on operating without a public 
playbook—means that analysts must have a foundational understanding of Chinese thinking 
on deterrence and a framework for deciphering Chinese deterrence signalling. With this 
chapter providing the foundation, the next chapter provides such a framework for analysts 
observing, characterising, and interpreting Chinese deterrence behaviour. 
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3. A Framework for Deciphering Chinese Deterrence Signals 

This chapter provides an analytic framework to decipher Chinese deterrence signals. 
Although each instance of Chinese deterrence signalling will be unique in some ways, there 
are sufficient consistent components to China’s deterrence behaviour to identify some core 
principles. These principles can serve as guidelines for government and independent analysts 
to interpret deterrence actions by China. This analytic framework centres on five factors: 
(1) the strategic context as background, and (2) the signal’s content, (3) the intended 
audience, (4) authoritativeness, and (5) scope. The chapter begins by reviewing previous 
efforts to distil Chinese deterrence principles. It then addresses two key evolving trends with 
implications for understanding Chinese deterrence signalling: the growing array of military 
assets China can now use for deterrence actions and China’s embrace of new communication 
channels for sending out these signals. Next it presents the core analytic framework. It 
concludes by creating a simple checklist for assessing Chinese signalling in a crisis. We 
believe this represents the first attempt in the literature at creating a comprehensive 
framework for interpreting contemporary Chinese deterrence signalling. 

Past Research 
Foreign scholars have long sought to understand and properly interpret Chinese 

deterrence behaviour. Indeed, it has been a subject of considerable attention since the 
PRC’s founding. The PRC’s frequent use of military force under Mao—involvement in 
three major wars in 20 years (against Australia and the United States in Korea, the 1962 
border conflict with India, and PRC support for North Vietnam during the Vietnam War) 
and at least three more crises (border clashes with Russia in 1969 and the 1954–1955 and 
1958 Taiwan Strait Crises)—provided ample material for researchers to draw historical 
precedents. Allen Whiting was one of the earliest scholars to leverage these events to 
understand Beijing’s behaviour. In his 1975 book The Calculus of Chinese Deterrence, 
Whiting developed a ‘modest codification of deterrence principles’ for Beijing.199 It 
summarises that 

1. the best deterrence is belligerence: 
a. to be credible, move military force; words do not suffice 
b. to be diplomatic, leave the enemy ‘face’ and a way out 
c. to be prudent, leave yourself an ‘option’ 
d. if at first you don’t succeed, try again but more so 
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2. correct timing is essential: 
a. warning must be given early when a threat is perceived but not yet imminent 
b. the rhythm of signals must permit the enemy to respond and us to confirm the 

situation 
c. we must control our moves and not respond according to the enemy’s choice. 

In the Deng era, the 1979 China-Vietnam border war added an important case study for 
scholars. However, the lack of PLA involvement in major combat operations since 1979 has 
left general understanding of Chinese deterrence behaviour in the post–Cold War era limited 
to only peacetime and crisis, notably Taiwan in 1995–1996, and thus incomplete. The most 
recent study to explore Chinese deterrence behaviour is Godwin and Miller’s 2013 Chinese 
Forbearance Has Its Limits, but its applicability to future Chinese behaviour is attenuated by 
the recent trends covered below. Making the case for consistency over time, they assert that 
‘this approach has been employed consistently despite the sweeping changes in the PRC’s 
place in the international order, the proliferation of foreign policy instruments at its disposal, 
the more complex crisis decisionmaking process and domestic political environment, and the 
dramatic evolution in the Chinese media over the decades’.200 Writing in 2013, they ask 
‘whether improving military capabilities will lead Beijing to substitute sudden or surprise 
attack for the politically calibrated deterrence signalling it has employed prior to its past use 
of force’.201 In this report we argue that enough has changed to warrant a new look at Chinese 
deterrence signalling. As such, this framework draws heavily from the 2013 study but has 
also updated it to include new developments since its publication. 

Keeping Pace with Evolving Trends 
As covered in Chapter 1, the most important changes and ongoing trends for consideration 

by analysts are the more ambitious goals China is pursuing in the ‘new era’, the increased 
numbers of tools China has at its disposal for conducting deterrence actions, and the profusion 
of communication channels for sending out these signals. China’s more expansive goals have 
set new targets for the use of deterrence or coercion. China’s military modernisation has 
provided a range of high-profile and highly capable power projection platforms and long-
range strike capabilities that are well suited for deterrence actions. These include China’s two 
aircraft carriers, mobile missiles such as the DF-21D, DF-26, and others, and growing fleet of 
conventional and nuclear-capable bombers. The arrival of social media is the natural focal 
point of discussion for new communication channels, but the broader story is the rise of 
China’s extensive foreign propaganda network across many media over the last 20 years. 
Both of these new trends will continue in the coming years and complicate analysing 
Chinese deterrence signalling. 
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Factor 1: Strategic Context 
In order to understand any signal(s) Beijing is sending, an analyst must have an 

understanding of China’s security interests, threat perceptions, and past behaviour on 
various issues. As the 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy states, deterrence must be 
built ‘on the basic trend of national security interests development under globalisation and 
informationised conditions’ and China must ‘objectively analyse security threats and their 
sources that may face China in the progress of peaceful development’.202 The key drivers of 
deterrence requirements are ensuring the global strategic balance (ensuring China’s overall 
security, especially from U.S. nuclear coercion), deterring local wars (conflicts on China’s 
periphery), safeguarding China’s maritime interests (territorial claims, maritime trade, and 
energy imports), protecting China in new domains (space, cyber), and safeguarding global 
stability (China’s interests abroad).203 The CCP is fairly transparent on its claimed interests 
and what it views as threatening to its espoused interests, outlined in key policy documents. 

Questions to Ask: 

• Is China reacting to an action (however small) by another country, and/or is it 
proactively seizing a perceived opportunity to advance its interests? 

• What does China view as threatening? What is it worried about? 
• What actions by others have altered Chinese threat perceptions? 
• What are Beijing’s preexisting red lines on this issue? 
• Does Beijing intend this as general deterrence (peacetime) or immediate deterrence 

(crisis or wartime)? 
• Is this domestically motivated within China or by external factors? 

Understanding Chinese Interests 

Security concerns are an important priority for the CCP. As noted above, according to the 
DIA, the CCP’s ‘strategic objectives’ are ‘perpetuate CCP rule, maintain domestic stability, 
sustain economic growth and development, defend national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity, [and] secure China’s status as a great power’.204 For the PLA itself, China’s ‘national 
defence aims’ are ‘to deter and resist aggression; to safeguard national political security, the 
people’s security and social stability; to crack down on proponents of separatist movements 
such as “Tibet independence” and the creation of “East Turkistan”; to safeguard national 
sovereignty, unity, territorial integrity and security; to safeguard China’s maritime rights and 
interests; to safeguard China’s security interests in outer space, electromagnetic space and 
cyberspace; to safeguard China’s overseas interests; and to support the sustainable development 
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of the country’.205 In essence, this means the PLA is tasked with defending the CCP’s political 
survival, supporting the CCP’s territorial claims—including the stated core interests of 
Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang, plus the disputed features in the South China Sea and the 
Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands—and broader goals of economic development and overseas 
interests. 

The vast majority, if not all, of China’s deterrence actions since the founding of the PRC 
have naturally been focussed on China’s periphery, where its interests are highest. The CCP 
and PLA’s past use of force have all been on its border—Korea (1950), India (1962), 
Vietnam (1979)—or related to Taiwan and the ongoing maritime disputes in the East and 
South China Seas. The PLA generally believes the most likely war for China will be a 
regional war, suggesting that, for the foreseeable future, China’s deterrence signalling is 
likely to remain focussed on these potential areas of conflict relatively close to China.206 One 
trend to watch, however, is whether as China’s interests extend further around the world and 
Chinese military capabilities follow to protect those interests, Chinese deterrence signalling 
will similarly extend beyond the Indo-Pacific region? If so, there would probably be some 
clear signposts ahead of the evolution of Chinese deterrence signalling in a more global 
direction. These could include developments such as an adjustment to China’s military 
strategic guidelines, changes in the PLA’s guidelines for joint operations, and publication of 
PLA books on strategy that include discussions of using power projection capabilities—such 
as PLAN aircraft carriers and the marine corps—for deterrence or intimidation more globally. 

Understanding Preexisting Red Lines 

Beyond official statements of China’s interests and objectives in authoritative policy 
documents, Beijing has at times issued high-level statements on issues of importance 
indicating actions China opposes. For example, regarding North Korea, China’s policy has 
long been ‘no war, no instability, and no nuclear weapons’ (不战, 不乱, 无核), and this ‘red 
line’ has been repeated by the Foreign Minister in times of crises, including 2014 and 2016.207 
For Taiwan, Chinese statements in past crises have clearly expressed opposition to any 
Taiwanese moves towards independence, including government actions (declaring 
independence) and mass movements (referendums). 
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Understanding Motivations 

It is also important to understand the international and domestic motivations of Chinese 
use of force abroad. Beyond the obvious external causes, China’s past use of force has at 
times been at least in part driven by domestic politics, such as Deng’s decision to attack 
Vietnam in 1979 as a way to spur military modernisation.208 At other times, the decision to 
go to war has been very contentious within the Chinese leadership, such as Mao’s hesitancy 
and Lin Biao’s pushback to intervene in the Korean War.209 Although domestic factors 
are difficult to assess for how they will play out—either pushing or restraining China’s 
willingness to use force—this may have an impact on how China signals deterrence, and the 
clarity of those signals. China has also, at times, seized perceived windows of opportunity to 
advance its interests through ‘grey zone’ coercion. 

Factor 2: Content 
The first question to ask to understand Chinese deterrence signalling is simply what 

deterrence messages are being sent or, in other words, what is China saying and doing? 
Chinese military publications emphasise the importance of clearly conveying messages by 
words and action. The 2013 AMS Science of Military Strategy addresses the ‘information 
content’ that is intended to be conveyed to the deterred side, specifically noting that this 
content should centre on the intended objective, the activity China may adopt, and its resolve 
to make good on this threat.210 It asserts that ‘Successful deterrence must make the deterred 
side be aware of the exact meaning expressed by the deterrence strength and the deterrence 
resolution’. Separately, it explains that the deterrence information can be conveyed via either 
‘verbal transmission’, namely deterrence rhetoric, and ‘activity transmission’, namely 
deterrence actions.211 This provides a basic overview of Chinese thinking on the topic. 

Questions to Ask: 

• What is China saying? 
- What action is Beijing warning others against taking? 
- What red lines is Beijing setting for warranting a further Chinese response? 
- What is China threatening to do in response? 
- What propaganda narratives are being sent via state-run media? 
- What diplomatic messages are being sent via nonpublic channels? 
- How clear and specific is Chinese rhetoric? 
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• What is China doing?  
- What military action(s) are China undertaking? 
- What nonmilitary action(s) are China undertaking? 
- Are these new actions or revealing new capabilities? 
- What scale are these actions? 
- Is this likely a preplanned action or a rapid response to an event? 
- Is there a potential gap/nonalignment between what China is saying and what 

China is doing? 

Understanding Chinese Rhetoric 

The first aspect is to understand what Beijing is trying to prevent—this may well be 
obvious based on the strategic context and Chinese messaging. China intends its deterrence 
rhetoric to be correctly interpreted by the deterred side, meaning its messages should be 
increasingly clear and specific. Beijing is likely to attempt to communicate what it seeks to 
avoid and what it will do in response. In practice, however, this can be difficult at times. 
Even if China intends to send clear messages, there is increasingly a lot of noise. Indeed, one 
downside to Beijing’s broader communication strategy is that it produces a high noise-to-
signal ratio: Beijing is always upset about something, countries are often at risk of butting up 
against an imagined Chinese sensitivity, and someone is frequently ‘hurting the feelings of 
the Chinese people’.212 Chinese analysts appear to be aware of this contradiction. They suggest 
it could be advantageous if the resulting uncertainty or ambiguity induces the adversary to be 
more cautious. At the same time, they acknowledge it could be disadvantageous if it instead 
leads the adversary to misunderstand Chinese messages, or even to miss them completely. 
This was even a problem in the past, as Whiting comments that Chinese Foreign Minister 
Chen Yi noted how Beijing’s signalling for Korea was missed: ‘At the time of the Korean 
War, we first warned against crossing the thirty-eighth parallel but America ignored the 
warning. The second time, we warned again, but America occupied Pyongyang. The third 
time, we warned again, but America aggressed close to the Yalu River and threatened the 
security of China’.213 

However, China reserves a special language for crises to signal its level of seriousness 
about using force to prevent an adversary’s undesired action. Whiting notes the Chinese 
desire for consistent signalling with escalating severity. He finds that in Korea, ‘Chinese 
warnings carried a steady, authoritative signal of interest and intervention with increasing 
emphasis and more explicit content’, while the India conflict had ‘precise changes in formal 
vocabulary accompanied [by] more bellicose military and media postures’, with ‘subtle 
escalation of language’.214 Godwin and Miller assert that Beijing has a long-standing ‘calculus 
of threat and retaliation signals intended first to deter an adversary from taking actions 
contrary to Chinese interests by threatening the use of military force, and if deterrence failed, 
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to explain and justify Beijing’s resort to military force’.215 This is implemented ‘by a carefully 
calibrated hierarchy of official protests, authoritative press comment, and leadership statements’. 
Moreover, they highlight the ‘systematic integration of political and diplomatic action with 
military preparations as the signalling escalates through higher levels of authority’.216 
Providing more detail, they outline a ‘lexicon of threat and retaliation warnings . . . with 
increasing explicitness that conveys Beijing’s readiness to use force’.217 In order of increasing 
seriousness (with 1 being least serious and 9 most serious in terms of signalling willingness 
to consider the use of force), these include 

1. X is ‘playing with fire’ and may ‘get burned’. 
2. Beijing so far has ‘exercised the greatest restraint and forbearance’ but this ‘should 

not be taken as weakness and submissiveness’. 
3. Do ‘not turn a deaf ear to China’s warnings’; China ‘cannot stand idly by’. 
4. ‘How far will you go? We shall wait and see’. 
5. ‘China’s forbearance has limits’; X is ‘deluding itself in thinking we are weak and can 

be bullied’. 
6. If X does not cease its behaviour, it ‘will meet the punishment it deserves’. 
7. ‘Do not complain later that we did not give you clear warning in advance’. 
8. We have been ‘driven beyond forbearance’ and are ‘forced to counterattack’; our 

‘restraint was regarded as an invitation to bullying’; our ‘warning fell on deaf ears’. 
9. ‘We will not attack if we are not attacked; if we are attacked, we will certainly 

counterattack’.218 

Although much has changed in recent years in terms of China’s strategic goals, military 
capabilities, and available communication channels, the available indications suggest that this 
hierarchy of warnings remains highly relevant today. For instance, in September 2020, when 
Beijing sought to demonstrate its displeasure following the visit of a senior U.S. Department 
of State official to Taiwan, it not only engaged in stepped-up Chinese military signalling 
aimed at the island, but also issued a warning employing language drawn from this lexicon. 
Speaking to reporters, a PRC MND spokesperson said, ‘Those who play with fire will be 
burned’.219 
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Understanding Chinese Actions 

Accompanying this deterrence rhetoric would be deterrence actions intended to 
demonstrate capability and resolve. Building on Chapter 2’s overview of these actions, 
analysts must determine the level of seriousness, or willingness to consider the use of 
force, Beijing is conveying. There is a noise problem here as well. Indeed, an issue that can 
complicate the messaging associated with particular actions by the PLA is the reality that the 
PLA is much more active, and in more sophisticated ways than it was 10 to 20 years ago. 
This can lead to questions about what constitutes a clear signal and what represents the ‘new 
normal’ in PLA operations. This means analysts must distinguish between three categories 
of action, as noted above in Chapter 2: (1) military activities the PLA intends as signals, 
(2) military activities the PLA normally undertakes that serve a dual purpose as a signal 
(likely based on Party-state media amplification), and (3) military activities the PLA 
undertakes (whether normal or not) that are not intended as signals but misinterpreted as 
such. There are several ways for analysts to try to address this problem. 

The actions can be categorised by deterrence intensity following the rough rubric of 
graduated deterrence, drawn from the Strategic Missile Force Encyclopedia. Another 
important consideration is the scale of the actions. If China is conducting an exercise, how 
many personnel are involved? How joint is it? How well does it align to the assessed 
operational plan? Is China conducting the exercise in a new location, in a new way, or 
integrating a new capability? What is different from before? If China is undertaking nonmilitary 
actions, such as cutting off trade or tourism, is it being enforced comprehensively or is it 
merely a symbolic announcement? 

One important consideration is how to weigh the balance of any action as a specifically 
initiated deterrence signal or normal military activity that has been repurposed for propaganda 
value. Although there is likely some overlap between the two, analysts must be prepared to 
sort out which activities are intended as signals. Looking at how Beijing expected its signals 
to be received, Whiting argues the ‘regular intervals’ of signals ‘suggested planned initiatory 
behaviour rather than unanticipated reactive steps’.220 This is because the ‘“signals” and 
“feedback” of enemy response requires some pre-planned rhythm of activity and passivity if 
the crises are not automatically to end in war’.221 Whiting warns that because all bureaucracies 
naturally prefer to operate on regular intervals, ‘it is difficult to determine from timing alone 
when discernible patterns simply reflect systemic behaviour and when in addition they are in 
pursuit of conscious political objectives’. Instead, ‘by juxtaposing the specific content of 
diplomatic and military actions against patterns of timing, certain logical inferences may be 
drawn pertinent to the hypotheses presented by this study on Chinese deterrence strategy’.222 
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For example, the transit of China’s aircraft carriers near Taiwan can be, at the extremes, 
an intentional decision by the PLA and broader CCP meant solely to demonstrate capability 
and resolve for retaking Taiwan by force or a necessary movement to conduct sea trials in the 
open ocean to ensure the carrier is ready to enter service. In reality, at least some of China’s 
manoeuvres of the carrier near Taiwan so far have certainly been for testing, though they 
have been leveraged for their propaganda value at times. This is similar to North Korea, 
whose nuclear and missile tests are of technical necessity to make advances on these 
developmental programs, but the specific timing and rollout are almost always leveraged for 
maximum political and propaganda effect. Analysts must be careful not to overinterpret all 
Chinese actions as deterrence signals, but the propaganda messaging that accompanies these 
nominally routine activities can reveal Beijing’s current sentiment on a related issue: if a 
carrier sailing past Taiwan for a sea trial is unremarked upon by Chinese media in February, 
the same manoeuvre in June that receives heavy media treatment suggests Beijing’s attitude 
towards Taiwan has changed for some reason over the preceding months. The alternative 
case, where an action clearly intended as deterrence is explained away as a normal manoeuvre, 
is less remarkable but can be equally revealing to understand that Beijing is not yet ready to 
publicly signal an escalation, yet wants the target government to know China is concerned 
about its actions. 

Another consideration is whether the activity is new in some way. Another downside to 
Beijing’s attitude that someone is always doing something to challenge its interests means 
that it always has to deter something and thus faces diminishing returns on its deterrence 
actions. These actions, in individual doses, become normalised and no longer serve their 
intended purpose of signalling others that Beijing is upset. This forces Beijing to either 
increase the quantity of the original action as a form of ever-growing pressure or undertake a 
new action to reset the game. This is playing out in the air above the Taiwan Strait, as China 
has turned the Strait’s median line into a de facto barometer for its attitude towards Taipei, as 
discussed more in Chapter 4. 

The last question is to consider whether the information China is communicating (actions 
or rhetoric) is deception and/or disinformation. As noted above in Chapter 2, authoritative 
Chinese sources clearly emphasize the psychological component of deterrence, and thus the 
ability to manipulate adversary perceptions and behaviour. Historically, China’s concerns 
over its own vulnerabilities and inferiority vis-à-vis its main adversaries, especially the 
United States, meant that it favoured nontransparency and exaggerating its capabilities in 
order to compensate. As China’s material capabilities grow, it is able to transition towards 
increased transparency to display its actual capabilities. However, the psychological 
emphasis means that Beijing still may include deception and/or disinformation within its 
deterrence signalling. For analysts, it is thus important to have a cautious attitude and 
compare the information Beijing is conveying against what can be observed: Are the 
military exercises as big as it claims? Is China actually taking the steps towards a war 
footing it is claiming? 
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Understanding China’s Whole-of-Government Deterrence Signalling 

Chinese deterrence actions should be considered along a spectrum, or in a hierarchy, 
reflecting Beijing’s whole-of-government approach to deterrence signalling that escalates 
from peacetime to crisis to wartime. While this report is focussed on the military components 
of such signalling, the Party-state does not differentiate between military and nonmilitary 
aspects of national power or its applications for deterrence (coercion), as noted above in 
Chapter 2, and thus uses a much broader toolkit for signalling. In reality, the CCP generally 
reserves the PLA’s role in deterrence signalling for cases where other nonmilitary signals 
have failed to achieve the desired political objectives for compellence (resorting to military 
coercion of Taiwan in peacetime), or to actually dissuade an adversary from damaging 
China’s national security (conducting military exercises during a Korea crisis). 

China is often able to achieve the political objectives of its deterrence (coercion) via 
this nonmilitary signalling. A recent study on China’s behaviour in the South China Sea 
distinguishes between four types of ‘assertive actions’, defined as ways a state can improve 
its position in a dispute: ‘(1) declarative, (2) demonstrative, (3) coercive, and (4) use of 
force’.223 Most applicable to our study are the tools of coercion, below the use of force: 
‘threat or imposition of punishment, may be verbal, diplomatic or administrative, economic 
punishment, warning shots, physical interference with foreign activities in disputed area’.224 
A separate report on CCP coercive diplomacy identified eight categories of actions: ‘arbitrary 
detention or execution, restrictions on official travel, investment restrictions, trade restrictions, 
tourism restrictions, popular boycotts, pressure on specific companies and state-issued 
threats’.225 

While specific nonmilitary signalling will be tailored to each instance of deterrence, 
Beijing does rely on some actions more than others. The specific mix will be based on an 
array of factors, including Beijing’s perception of the balance of comprehensive national 
power (where it has the most leverage), its timeline for a resolution (how quickly it seeks to 
change the target country’s behaviour), and the cost it is willing to incur (broadly defined to 
include economic, diplomatic, and even domestic). At the low end, in the information 
domain, this includes declaratory policy, often relying on the Party-state media for low-level 
signalling before escalating to official government statements. The challenge is that because 
this is ongoing day to day, identifying new issues takes special attention and can otherwise be 
easily missed. In the diplomatic realm, another clear action is curtailing official interactions, 
such as cancelling bilateral ministerial visits. In the economic realm, for tangible actions, a 
common initial action is inflicting economic punishment on the target country, even at a 
                                                
223 Andrew Chubb, ‘PRC Assertiveness in the South China Sea: Measuring Continuity and Change, 1970–2015’, 
International Security, Vol. 45, No. 3, January 2021, pp. 79–121. For other recent articles on the topic, see 
Ketian Zhang, ‘Cautious Bully: Reputation, Resolve, and Beijing’s Use of Coercion in the South China Sea’, 
International Security, Vol. 44, No. 1, Summer 2019, pp. 117–159; Oriana Skylar Mastro, ‘The PLA’s Evolving 
Role in China’s South China Sea Strategy’, China Leadership Monitor, Vol. 66, Winter 2020. 
224 Chubb, ‘PRC Assertiveness in the South China Sea’. 
225 Hanson, Currey, and Beattie, Chinese Communist Party’s Coercive Diplomacy, p. 7. 
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higher cost to China (and indeed, bilateral trade often paradoxically grows during these 
episodes).226 One study on Beijing’s economic coercion against South Korea over THAAD in 
2016–2017 found three broad categories of economic sanctions: first, ‘apparently deliberate 
and coordinated retaliation by Chinese authorities’; second, ‘government involvement likely 
but not nationally coordinated’; and third, ‘boycotts and other activities that lack direct 
government involvement’.227 Economic coercive actions can include a selective de facto 
embargo of one or several imports from the target country, a de facto banning of Chinese 
tourists to the target country, or the selective ‘enforcement’ of Chinese laws against high-
profile companies from the target country with business in China. Although these actions are 
always unofficial, they are usually ‘confirmed’ through industry sources or Party-state media, 
in order to make the signal clear.228 

Factor 3: Intended Audience 
Once the message(s) are understood, the next step is to determine who is the intended 

audience. While this may be quite clear given the message content and international context, 
sometimes more nuanced analysis is required. Chinese writings acknowledge the necessity of 
tailoring deterrence signals to specific audiences, as discussed above. The 2013 AMS Science 
of Military Strategy emphasises the important of considering ‘the character, psychology, and 
degree of rationality of the decisionmakers on the deterred side’, among other considerations, 
with the goal of creating ‘a tactic for each nation, a tactic for each event, and a tactic for each 
circumstance’.229 This means that, at least from Beijing’s point of view, any deterrence signals 
are targeted at specific audiences. 

There may be more than one intended audience, however, since any deterrence action can 
be targeted at multiple audiences. For example, a PLAAF bomber flight around Taiwan could 
be intended to signal to Taiwan’s leadership, the Taiwanese public, and/or U.S. leaders, 
and/or even to reaffirm domestic narratives to a Chinese audience. Thus, the question is 
whether Beijing is sending different messages to different audiences. Additionally, many 
military activities serve multiple purposes (bomber flights serve training purposes, for 
instance), which could complicate or obscure the deterrence message for one or more of 
these audiences. 

                                                
226 For example, China’s import ban on Australia barley is estimated to cost Beijing ten times more  
(AUS$3.6 billion to Australia’s AUS$360 million), and it is reported that the import ban on Australian coal 
plunged some Chinese cities into power outages due to lack of supplies. See Andrew Tillet, ‘Barley Backfire: 
Tariffs to Cost China $3.6b, Birmingham Reveals’, Financial Review (Australia), June 17, 2020; Sun Yu, 
‘“Politics Come First” as Ban on Australian Coal Worsens China’s Power Cuts’, Financial Times, December 20, 
2020. 
227 Darren J. Lim and Victor Ferguson, ‘Chinese Economic Coercion During the THAAD Dispute’, Asan 
Forum, December 28, 2019. 
228 Party-state media can even pick up these reports and thus, in a sense, confirm them. See Zhang Tao,  
‘US Media: China Has Multiple Ways to Sanction South Korea’, China Military Online, March 1, 2017. 
229AMS Military Strategy Department, Science of Military Strategy, 3rd ed., p. 174. 
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Questions to Ask: 

• Where is the activity located? 
• What propaganda channels are being used to send the message? 
• What language(s) are the message(s) being conveyed in? 
• Are the messages the same across different potential audiences? 
• Has China revealed or amplified the signal publicly? 

Understanding Clarity and Ambiguity 

Chinese deterrence rhetoric is often quite direct and clear, but the language matters. 
Whiting notes that part of this language is the ‘specificity of the threatened response to 
enemy behaviour’. For example, during China’s involvement in the Vietnam War, when 
Chinese diplomatic warnings failed to change U.S. behaviour, Beijing shifted towards more 
military signalling to increase its credibility.230 Although China’s deterrence messaging is 
often best understood in the original Chinese, any translations for foreign propaganda can 
reveal the intended audience. For example, the PLAAF clearly made an intentional decision 
and undertook considerable effort to dub its propaganda videos about H-6K flights around 
Taiwan into the main language in Taiwan, along with English and Japanese. However, not all 
deterrence signals are translated, especially when China does not want them to be public. 
Moreover, English is the default language for Chinese external messaging and broader 
propaganda, so an English-language deterrence message does not necessarily mean it is 
meant for an English-speaking country. 

One complicating factor can be the ambiguity, intentional or not, of Chinese deterrent 
actions. Although Chinese deterrence messages are likely to be relatively clear on their 
intended audience, some deterrence actions may not be so clear. For example, amid tensions 
on the Korean Peninsula, if China’s Northern TC conducts a military exercise near the 
border, is this intended to signal to North Korea that Beijing is unhappy with its provocation 
or is it intended to signal to South Korea and the United States that China is prepared to take 
military action in its own defence—and possibly in defence of Pyongyang—if the allies start 
hostilities against China’s neighbour? This ambiguity may be intentional as a way to warn 
both parties to back down, but analysts may be able to extrapolate Beijing’s intensions based 
on other subtle indications. 

Understanding Going Public 

China’s decision to make its signalling public can reveal insights into how Beijing is 
approaching the issue. A decision to go public means Beijing wants not only the other 
government to know but also the foreign population. If Beijing conveys similar messages in 
its domestic propaganda to Chinese citizens, then it is in a sense incurring an audience cost.231 
                                                
230 Whiting, Calculus of Chinese Deterrence, pp. 209–211. 
231 Chinese authoritative texts do not address audience costs as a form of signalling, but PLA researchers have 
on occasion referenced it as a way to increase credibility. See Rong Ming [荣明] and Yang Jingyu [杨镜宇], 
‘Strategic Deterrence Decision Model Based on Deep Learning’ [‘基于深度学习的战略威慑决策模型研究’], 
Journal of Command and Control [指挥与控制学报], January 2017; Zhang Xiaojuan and Xiang Ganghua, 
‘Analysis of Strategy Deterrence’. 
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A decision to keep a signal private, whether by using nonpublic channels such as diplomats 
or intermediaries or by conducting military activities only visible to foreign governments, 
suggests that China is trying to control escalation. For example, Whiting focusses on a 
‘pattern of deliberate revelation’ by Beijing across Korea, India, and Taiwan.232 This was 
an intentional decision by Beijing to selectively reveal military forces to the adversary 
governments so that they would be considered credible, but not to do so publicly so as to 
avoid locking in action by either Beijing or the adversary. The challenge, Whiting notes, is 
that these overt (but private) signals were then followed by covert military movements to 
position China for the operational initiative—and this deception was overly successful, so as 
to allow the adversary to believe Beijing had bluffed on its first signal. He argues that ‘only 
in Indochina did the PLA make its moves early enough to be credible but covertly enough to 
avoid public provocation and confrontation’.233 

Factor 4: Authoritativeness 
The most intangible factor for assessing Chinese deterrence signals is the authoritativeness 

of the source issuing the signal and it has often been a topic of immense debate for analysts. 
In an era of Global Times accounts on Twitter, a critical question is who speaks for China? 
One critical historical case of missed signalling is that when China first began signalling the 
United States against invading North Korea during the Korean War by using the Indian 
ambassador in Beijing as an intermediary, the CIA and others dismissed it as an unlikely 
channel.234 However, in reality this has not changed as much as it may appear. The CCP and 
PLA are hierarchical organisations, so the origin and nature of the signal should be assumed 
to be intentional choices that can clarify the seriousness of the signal. 

Questions to Ask: 

• What is the source of the deterrence signal? 
• What level of Party, government or military bureaucracy does it represent? 
• How is this message being communicated/transmitted? 

Understanding the Party-State and Its Media 

In order to clarify messaging, at least directly from China, Godwin and Miller proposed a 
hierarchy of authoritativeness for China, which we have adapted in Table 3.1 to include the 
PLA. Of note, any authoritative deterrence message is very likely to be first released in 
Chinese, and that should be treated as the original source. Any translations or summaries 
by Chinese government departments or state-run media, while convenient, should not be 
considered the definitive text of the statement and should be treated with caution to avoid 

                                                
232 Whiting, Calculus of Chinese Deterrence, p. 207. 
233 Whiting, Calculus of Chinese Deterrence, p. 208. 
234 Presidential Daily Brief, October 3, 1950, declassified January 2, 2019; Presidential Daily Brief, October 4, 
1950, declassified January 2, 2019. 
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Table 3.1. Hierarchy of Authoritativeness for Chinese Deterrence Messaging 

Leadership Statements Official Protests Military Messaging People’s Daily Commentary 
CCP general secretary 
and PRC president or 
premier 

PRC government 
statement 

CMC statement Editorial 

CCP Politburo member 
and PRC vice premiers 

MFA statement  CMC member Commentator article 

Central Committee 
department chief or PRC 
minister 

MFA spokesperson 
statement 

Theatre Command/War 
Command 

Observer article 

Provincial party chief or 
governor 

MFA press briefing 
comment 

MND statement Quasi-authoritative 
commentary 

SOURCE: Adapted from Paul Godwin and Alice Miller, China’s Forbearance Has Limits: Chinese Threat and 
Retaliation Signaling and Its Implications for a Sino-American Military Confrontation, Washington, D.C.:  
National Defense University, 2013. 

 
misinterpretation. The hierarchies described in the table are only relative and not equal across 
categories—for example, a provincial party chief statement is unlikely to have the same weight 
as an MND statement. 

The role of the PLA in communicating deterrence messaging is still a matter of debate. 
Godwin and Miller do not address the PRC MND as the military’s parallel bureaucracy to the 
MFA, and they dismiss sources beyond official CCP and government statements, such as the 
PLA Daily, the official newspaper of the PLA’s Political Work Department, as ‘a step or 
more removed from the core authority of People’s Daily’ for deterrence messages.235 
However, PLA Daily and China Military Online, the English-language webpage for the 
Chinese military, are the most likely sources of information on Chinese military deterrent 
actions, so they are still an important resource for analysts to understand Chinese military 
deterrence signalling. Moreover, the MND began public briefings, following the MFA’s 
public messaging approach, in April 2011.236 

The breadth of Chinese Party-state-run media can complicate this analysis.237 Godwin and 
Miller focus solely on People’s Daily as the only authoritative media in China, but even then 
they recommend limiting the focus to ‘quasi-authoritative’ commentaries that represent high-
level CCP thinking.238 Although the specifics of People’s Daily commentary bylines shift 
over time, recent bylines include such pseudonyms as Zhong Zuwen, which represents the 

                                                
235 Godwin and Miller, China’s Forbearance Has Limits, p. 32. 
236 Gao Jiquan [高吉全], ‘The Ministry of Defense Formally Establishes a System of Regular Press Conferences’  
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undated. 
237 Graham Webster, ‘Who Speaks for the Chinese Government?’, SupChina, January 20, 2017. 
238 For an overview of these commentaries, see David Gitter and Leah Fang, ‘The Chinese Communist Party’s 
Use of Homophonous Pen Names: An Open-Source Open Secret’, Asia Policy, January 31, 2018; Wen-Hsuan 
Tsai and Peng-Hsiang Kao, ‘Secret Codes of Political Propaganda: The Unknown System of Writing Teams’, 
China Quarterly, Vol. 214, May 13, 2013, pp. 394–410. 
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views of the CCP Organisation Department; Ren Zhongping, which represents the views of 
the People’s Daily editorial committee; and Zhong Sheng and Guo Jiping, which have 
slightly lower authoritativeness and represent the People’s Daily’s commentary on foreign 
affairs.239  

Beyond People’s Daily, the broader Party-state media can be an opaque and labyrinthine 
system.240 Under Xi, the Party has been moving to rein in what had become over the Jiang and 
Hu years a relatively entrepreneurial Chinese media, including for foreign affairs. After the 
CCP Propaganda Department was criticised in 2016 for its failure to successfully enforce the 
Party line, the Party centralised its vast propaganda apparatus in 2018, including moving 
several of its high-profile foreign propaganda outlets under a new organisation, Voice of 
China.241 This should make it easier for analysts to track and understand Chinese messaging 
via the Party-state media in a crisis, but in reality it is unlikely the Party will be able to make 
all of the Chinese media speak with one singular voice in a crisis, complicating such analysis. 
Although other Chinese media have achieved widespread readership both in China and 
abroad—most notably the Global Times—these are not meant to represent authoritative 
signals in a time of crisis. Instead, their utility for analysts is better understood as ‘map[ping] 
the boundaries of acceptable debate’.242 Acknowledging this complexity makes assessing the 
authoritativeness of any one outlet a challenge, one shortcut for analysts is to focus more on 
Factor 5: Scope, below.243 

Understanding the New Role of Social Media 

The advent of social media in recent years presents additional complications to this 
framework. The Chinese government’s propaganda apparatus has embraced both Chinese and 
foreign social media with increasing speed and zeal.244 Global Times was the first Chinese 
state-run media organisation to open a Twitter account in June 2009, and the SCIO was the 
first government department to open an account in August 2015. Party-state media have a 
similar, if varied, presence on Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram, among others. The MFA 

                                                
239 For one example with an English explanation by People’s Daily Online, see ‘Losing No Time in 
Progressing: Grasping the Historic Opportunity for Common Development’, People’s Daily via En.People, 
December 31, 2019. 
240 For one overview of the foreign-direct Party-state media, see Bachman and Bellacqua, Black and White and 
Red All Over. 
241 ‘Who Draws the Party Line?’, The Economist, June 25, 2016; Hilton Yip, ‘China’s $6 Billion Propaganda 
Blitz Is a Snooze’, Foreign Policy, April 23, 2018. 
242 Webster, ‘Who Speaks for the Chinese Government?’ 
243 The authors would like to thank a reviewer for raising this point. 
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and Trolls’, South China Morning Post, February 23, 2020; ‘China’s Informal, Confrontational Twitter 
Diplomacy’, Taipei Times, January 15, 2020; Laura Zhou, ‘Chinese Officials Have Finally Discovered Twitter: 
What Could Possibly Go Wrong?’, South China Morning Post, August 4, 2019; Eric Olander, ‘China’s New 
Twitter Diplomacy in Africa Used to Challenge US Critics’, Africa Report, December 19, 2019; ‘China Finds a 
Use Abroad for Twitter, a Medium It Fears at Home’, The Economist, February 20, 2020. 
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has led the Chinese Party-state’s adoption, rapidly expanding its opening of official accounts 
during 2018 and 2019, including the Chinese ambassador to the United States in June 2019 
and the MFA spokesperson in October 2019. Beyond the United States, Chinese ambassadors 
around the world have also opened Twitter accounts and Chinese state-run media have 
opened region- or even country-specific accounts, such as Xinhua Indonesia (which posts in 
Bahasa), or CGTN Africa. Even the CCP itself is beginning to embrace Western platforms, as 
the spokesperson for the International Liaison Department opened an account in April 2020.245 
The last remaining holdout is the Chinese military, but it is possible the PRC MND may open 
an account at some point soon.246 

Although social media is more likely to be one of several channels for relaying the 
deterrence message to the outside world, it is possible that statements on social media 
alone could serve as an intended message. Insofar as social media is a barometer for 
authoritativeness, verified accounts of PRC government departments should be viewed as 
relatively more authoritative, followed by government officials, such as ambassadors abroad, 
followed by the main accounts of Chinese state-run media. Regional or country-specific 
accounts on foreign social media by state-run media are certainly the least authoritative, but 
could be used to release relevant deterrent messages for that country, especially if it is not in 
English. However, since China so far has limited propaganda accounts on foreign social 
media specifically for the most likely targets of deterrence signalling—Taiwan, Japan, 
Vietnam, India, or the Philippines—this appears so far unlikely to be an issue. 

Understanding Unofficial Voices 

Unofficial or otherwise one-off independent statements by high-profile Party-affiliated 
individuals can complicate understanding Chinese messaging. Indeed, this type of messaging 
is always difficult to interpret and is best done on a case-by-cases basis: it could either be a 
true persona, unapproved message or a semideniable message approved by the Party-state. 
This complexity of navigating unofficial views is now further exacerbated by the growing 
engagement of Chinese government officials, especially MFA officials, directly with foreign 
audiences. Factors for assessing their authoritativeness can include their personal background 
(such as princeling status),247 status and rank in the military, the media platform where it was 
said (CCTV vs personal WeChat), and past statements on the topic. The most useful approach 
to these unofficial voices will be to look at the scope of the messages collectively, instead of 
tracking specific one-off unofficial messages. 

Chinese senior officials during past crises have sent strong signals above and beyond 
the general government line, resulting in mixed messaging. In March 2020, as tensions 
were running high between Beijing and Washington about COVID-19, a Chinese MFA 
spokesperson, Zhao Lijian, blamed the United States in a Twitter post for bringing the virus 

                                                
245 Hu Zhaoming [@SpokespersonHZM] on Twitter. 
246 Beauchamp-Mustafaga and Chase, Borrowing a Boat out to Sea. 
247 The term ‘princeling’ refers to the children and relatives of high-ranking CCP officials. 
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to China, and this was subsequently promoted across Chinese state-run media.248 The MFA 
never disavowed the comment but the Chinese ambassador to the United States, Cui Tiankai, 
said two weeks later that this view was ‘crazy’, and Zhao may have later walked back his 
claim.249 Zhao’s comments were interpreted by some at the time as an unsanctioned forward-
leaning statement by one high-profile individual that the MFA decided to tolerate, and 
perhaps exploit for disinformation.250 However, the specific machinations in Beijing are 
unclear and it is possible this was all orchestrated ahead of time with high-level approval in 
Beijing.251 Although this was not a deterrence signal, it is quite possible to imagine a future 
crisis scenario where a MFA spokesperson or other high-profile government official makes a 
single independent statement that is highly provocative but not clearly in line with broader 
Chinese messaging. 

Another type of unofficial spokesperson is the Chinese military’s propagandists.252 
Nominally senior Chinese military officials, they have grown their profile over the last ten 
years and appear not only in Chinese media but also engage with Western counterparts, even 
occasionally publishing in Western media.253 The best known are PLAA Major General Luo 
Yuan, PLAN Rear Admiral Yin Zhuo, and PLAAF Senior Colonel Dai Xu. Ultimately, 
however, they are propaganda workers. Although they occasionally issue provocative 
statements, their voices should better be understood as reflecting the guardrails of acceptable 
debate, instead of specific signals. Their hawkish messages in a crisis are more likely to 
amplify existing deterrence messages than to create their own. In one well-known exception, 
PLA Major General Zhu Chenghu said at a formal press briefing in 2005 during U.S.-China 
tensions over Taiwan that ‘if the Americans draw their missiles and position-guided 
ammunition on to the target zone on China's territory, I think we will have to respond with 
nuclear weapons’.254 Although he claimed to only be relaying his personal views, the 
comment was widely seen as escalatory. He was never publicly reprimanded but was 
reportedly punished and was withheld from foreign engagements for years apparently in 
                                                
248 Lijian Zhao [@zlj517], ‘CDC was caught on the spot’, Twitter post, March 12, 2020; Jason Scott and Iain 
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reaction to the statement.255 Under Godwin and Miller’s framework, Zhao’s and Zhu’s 
statements would not be sufficiently authoritative. 

The last complicating factor is the use of intermediaries as channels to communicate 
deterrence messages. The Party has at times used trusted intermediaries with ties to both 
governments for a range of issues. During the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, Chas Freeman 
and John Lewis, a former senior U.S. official and a senior academic, respectively, both with 
long-standing relations in China, carried messages from Beijing back to Washington.256 

Freeman and others clearly understood these messages were framed within a ‘deterrent 
context’.257 More recently, Steve Wynn, a U.S. businessman with extensive investments in 
Macao casinos and ties to Beijing, reportedly facilitated Beijing’s private communication 
with the Trump administration on the sensitive issue of a fugitive businessman living in the 
United States.258 The difficulty of assessing these interactions is determining who in China 
originated this signal and the reliability of the messenger. In addition, it is important to note 
how such messages align with the ones China sends to the target country directly through 
official diplomatic or military channels (i.e., direct communications from the MFA, Chinese 
embassies, other PRC government agencies, and the PLA). 

Factor 5: Scope 
China has many tools and channels for communicating its deterrence signals, so its 

choices of how many of these to employ is another indicator of its seriousness, or willingness 
to consider the use of force. This is the last factor and serves as a way to validate the broader 
message China is sending, weeding out eye-catching but nonauthoritative unofficial statements. 

Questions to Ask 

• How broadly is China pushing out its message? 
• Is the message consistent across different channels? 

In most instances of deterrence signalling, Beijing will likely adopt a broad communications 
strategy that blankets the airwaves. The same message—for example, Taiwan’s leadership 
should not proceed with a referendum on independence—would be found not only in 
authoritative Party-state media, such as People’s Daily, but also more popular media, such as 
Global Times, and foreign propaganda outlets, such as People’s Daily Overseas Edition and  

                                                
255 ‘China Punishes General for Talk of Strike at U.S.’, New York Times, December 22, 2005. 
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Table 3.2. Summary of Analytic Framework for Deciphering Chinese Deterrence Signals 

Factor Relevant Questions 

Strategic context Is China reacting to an action (however small) by another country, and/or is it 
proactively seizing a perceived opportunity to advance its interests?  
What does China view as threatening? 
What actions by others have altered Chinese threat perceptions? 
What are China’s preexisting red lines on this issue? 
Does Beijing intend this as general deterrence (peacetime) or immediate 
deterrence (crisis/wartime)? 
Is this domestically motivated or the result of external factors? 

Content What is China saying? 
What action is Beijing warning against taking? 
What red lines is Beijing setting for warranting a further response? 
What is China threatening to do in response? 
What propaganda narratives are being sent via state-run media? 
What diplomatic messages are being sent via nonpublic channels? 
How clear and specific is Chinese rhetoric?  
What military actions is China undertaking?  
What nonmilitary actions is China undertaking? 
Are these new actions or revealing new capabilities? 
What scale are these actions? 
Is this likely a preplanned or rapid response to an event? 
Is there a potential gap or nonalignment between what China is saying and 
what it is doing?  

Intended audience Where is the activity located? 
What propaganda channels are being used to send the message? 
What language(s) are the message(s) being conveyed in? 
Are the messages the same across different audiences? 
Has China revealed or amplified the signal publicly? 

Authoritativeness What is the source of the deterrence signal? 
What level of Party, government, or military bureaucracy does it represent? 
How is this message being communicated/transmitted? 

Scope How broadly is China pushing out its message? 
Is the message consistent across different channels? 

China Daily. It would appear in print, on TV and on social media. Although each will have 
its own slight nuance and spin, the core message is indeed intended to be repetitive and clear. 
The challenge is when the message is not painfully obvious. 

A Six-Point Scale for Understanding China’s Resolve 
Combining the above analytic framework’s five factors and applying them to past 

Chinese action on Taiwan, its most important object of deterrence (coercion), this section 
proposes a six-point scale for understanding Chinese resolve in a moment of crisis. 

This six-point scale is intended as a way to gauge Chinese seriousness, or willingness to 
consider the use of force, for the issue at hand. Assuming China will seek both to signal in 
multiple ways and to communicate these signals via multiple channels for maximum effect, 
the exact details of the signalling and communication are less important than the scope of the 
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activity. Thus, this scale should be viewed as a starting point for consideration, but it is 
certainly not a comprehensive prescription for all important Chinese deterrence behaviour: 

1. Has China issued a statement at the MFA/MND level or above criticising foreign 
action and warning against further provocations? 

2. Has China relayed consistent messages through trusted intermediaries, especially 
former officials? 

3. Has China engaged in multiple rounds of nonmilitary signalling via economic 
coercion, among other means? 

4. Has China conducted military redeployments or mobilisation to move forces closer to 
the area of tension? 

5. Has China conducted military exercises, especially joint exercises, near the area of 
tension to demonstrate its ability to prosecute the necessary operations? 

6. Has China conducted any tests of military capabilities relevant to its likely war plan 
for this scenario? 

Enduring Principles, Evolving Details 
This chapter’s framework is intended as a useful analytic tool based on what we assess to 

be enduring principles guiding Chinese deterrence behaviour. The core questions asked 
should be applicable to most, if not all, situations of deterrence and help guide analysts to 
understand the signals Beijing is trying to convey. However, the details of Chinese deterrence 
behaviour are likely to evolve over time. This includes both the specific capabilities employed 
by Beijing and the specific communication channels used, but also the red lines and previous 
baselines China will set in the coming years as various crises arise for its key security concerns. 
Analysts will have to be prepared to update the structure of the framework as necessary, 
though hopefully rarely, and be prepared to update the details of Chinese deterrence 
behaviour often. 
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4. Recent Chinese Deterrence Signalling: Peacetime Case 
Studies 

Chapters 4 and 5 present case studies of recent episodes of Chinese deterrence signalling. 
These cases were selected to cover a wide range of scenarios and instances of deterrence 
signalling, including ones related to general deterrence, Chinese core interests, and disputed 
territories. Chapter 4 analyses Chinese deterrence signalling in peacetime and Chapter 5 
assesses Chinese deterrence signalling under crisis conditions. Each case study includes an 
overview of the event, a discussion of Chinese signalling, analysis of this signalling from 
Chinese and international perspectives, and key takeaways. We have focussed these on the 
military components of China’s deterrence signalling, while also attempting to at least note 
where broader, whole-of-government nonmilitary means, especially economic and information 
tools, have been employed. We have also not focussed on other parts of the PLA, namely 
the Coast Guard and People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia, through which it pursues 
nontraditional ‘grey zone’ coercion.  

Some important caveats apply to all of the peacetime and crisis case studies. Of note, 
these case studies present the episodes of deterrence signalling based on the public record. 
Since these are all recent examples, there may well be nonpublic signalling that occurred to 
further clarify—or muddy—messages that were observable to the public. This is especially 
true of signalling in new domains, namely space and cyber, that are much more difficult to 
observe publicly and are often known only to governments. Moreover, since the Party-state is 
not an open or transparent system, we do not know what signals were sent but missed or 
debated internally but never communicated. Finally, we also do not understand well how 
foreign actions during these cases were actually perceived by the Chinese leadership. Indeed, 
it was only after the fall of the Soviet Union and the declassification of U.S. records that a 
better picture emerged about key instances of deterrence signalling during the Cold War.259 

We next turn to our peacetime case studies: military parades, Chinese bomber flights, and 
cross-Strait tensions since President Tsai Ing-wen’s election in 2016. These cases illustrate 
the application of our framework to China’s approach to signalling as it relates to general 
deterrence—and intimidation—in peacetime. 

Peacetime Case Study No. 1: Military Parades 
Military parades have always been a part of the CCP’s use of military power for political 

purposes. These parades are targeted at two core audiences: domestic audiences, to reinforce 
the Party’s leading role, construct a sense of national identity, highlight the achievements of 

                                                
259 One example is the Able Archer NATO exercise in 1983. See Jones, Able Archer 83; ‘The Soviet Side of the 
1983 War Scare’, National Security Archives, November 5, 2018. 
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modernisation and inspire awe in the military; and foreign audiences, to demonstrate Chinese 
military power, specifically unveiling new capabilities to bolster deterrence. Xi Jinping has 
made parades a central motif in his ‘Strong Army Dream’, hosting parades in 2015, 2017, 
and 2019 instead of the past practice of once a decade, indicating their importance to him. In 
order to communicate the signals within these military parades, China undertakes a concerted 
messaging campaign utilising many channels—leadership speeches, propaganda broadcasts 
on all mediums, and personal attendance of foreign officials and military attachés. These 
various channels also reveal some nuance to this messaging—Chinese state-run social media 
accounts on foreign platforms, for example, essentially completely ignore the military aspect 
to the parade and instead refer to it as a ‘grand celebration’. 

Event Details 

On October 1, 2019, Xi Jinping stood on the Gate of Heavenly Peace in front of Tiananmen 
Square watching a military parade celebrating the 70th anniversary of the founding of the 
PRC as over 15,000 troops and over 740 pieces of military hardware passed through the 
Square for over 80 minutes.260 Once a rare spectacle in the PRC, held roughly every ten years, 
military parades have become more frequent under Xi as he seeks to broadcast China’s 
growing military power to domestic and foreign audiences. Against this backdrop, Xi 
reiterated his message of strength, saying, ‘There is no force that can shake the status of this 
great nation. No force can stop the Chinese people and the Chinese nation forging ahead’.261 

A Short History of PRC Military Parades 

The PRC’s first military parade was held as part of the founding of the PRC on October 1, 
1949, as part of Mao’s celebration for winning the Chinese civil war.262 After yearly parades 
from 1949 to 1959, Mao’s last parade was in 1969 but another was not held again until 1984, 
when Deng Xiaoping commemorated the country’s 35th anniversary. Although precedence in 
PRC does not count for as much as it used in in Xi’s ‘new era’, his predecessors held only 
one parade each—Jiang Zemin in 1999 and Hu Jintao in 2009. 

Under Xi, parades have become more frequent and expanded beyond commemorating 
just the traditional October 1 national founding day every ten years, highlighting their 
multifaceted uses. In September 2015, Xi held a parade in Tiananmen to commemorate the 
                                                
260 For an overview of the military hardware, see Marcus Clay, ‘“Flying Twice” No More: Assessing the 
Aerospace Component of the PLA Military Parade’, Washington, D.C.: China Aerospace Studies Institute, 
National Defense University, 2019. For a comprehensive timeline of the parade, see SCMP Reporters, 
‘China’s National Day Parade, as It Happened’, South China Morning Post, October 1, 2019. 
261 ‘Xi Says No Force Can Ever Undermine China’s Status’, State Council, People’s Republic of China, 
October 1, 2019. For the official translation, see Xi Jinping, ‘Speech by Xi Jinping at the Reception in 
Celebration of the 70th Anniversary of the Founding of the People’s Republic of China’, Chinese Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, September 30, 2019. 
262 For a general overview of PRC military parades, see Sang Ye and Geremie R. Barmé, ‘Thirteen National 
Days, a Retrospective’, China Heritage Quarterly, Vol. 17, March 2009; Zhao Hong and Hu Yiwei, ‘China's 
Historical National Day Military Parades’, September 30, 2019; ‘China’s Military Parades: A Look Back’, 
New York Times, September 2, 2015; ‘Chinese Military Parades’, Global Security, undated. 
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70th anniversary of the end of World War II.263 This was in the context of worsening China-
Japan relations and brought together ROK president Park Geun-hye, Russian president 
Vladimir Putin and former ROC vice president Lien Chan, projecting the image of a united 
front of Asian victims of Tokyo’s wartime aggression. In July 2017, Xi held a parade at the 
PLA’s premier training facility, Zhurihe, making it the first parade in the field, highlighting 
the PLA’s modernisation and improved operational combat ability.264 Beyond these formal 
parades, Xi also oversaw two naval parades in the South China Sea in April 2018 and April 
2019, which included China’s aircraft carrier and other new high-end destroyers, submarines, 
and aircraft as a way of demonstrating Chinese military power in the exact location where it 
may be used one day. 

China is certainly not the only country to host military parades and it pays attention to 
these signals from other countries.265 France has hosted an annual military parade on Bastille 
Day in Paris since 1880. Russia has hosted an annual military parade in Red Square to 
commemorate World War II victory in Europe since 1995. Vietnam hosts similar parades, 
even one just the day before Beijing’s own in 2015.266 The United States also used to host 
military parades on occasion, but has not done so since 1991.267 

New Capabilities Lead the Show 

The 2019 parade showcased a wide variety of hardware publicly for the first time, 
reflecting the parades’ function as key moments for China to officially reveal new military 
capabilities. Among the most high-profile were the DF-41 ICBM, China’s newest mobile 
ICBM and the first of its mobile ICBMs reportedly capable of carrying MIRVs; the DF-17 
hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV), the world’s first ‘fielded’ HGV; the H-6N, China’s first 
nuclear-capable bomber since the PLAAF was reassigned a nuclear mission; and the WZ-8, 
GJ-2, and GJ-11, China’s first stealth drones. Highlights from the 2017 parade included the  
J-20, China’s first stealth fighter; the Y-20, China’s first indigenously developed transport 
aircraft; and the DF-31AG ICBM, China’s first MIRV’d missile.268 In 2015, China debuted a 
number of new missiles, including the DF-21D ASBM, intended to sink U.S. aircraft 
carriers; the DF-26, able to strike Guam with a conventional warhead; and the DF-16, 
capable of striking U.S. military bases in Japan.269 Going back to the first military parade in 
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Street Journal, September 3, 2015. 
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the post-Mao era, the 1984 parade under Deng was the first public appearance of the  
DF-5 ICBM, which ‘displayed for the first time to show the world that China possessed a 
nuclear retaliatory capability’.270 Overall, according to state-run media, 40 per cent of the 
hardware paraded in 2019 was new; similarly, almost half of the hardware in 2017 was new, 
and even dating back to 1999, 95 per cent of the ‘large equipment’ was new.271 Clearly, the 
parades provide an excellent opportunity to awe domestic and foreign audiences with 
impressive military hardware, though most of it had been widely known by foreign 
analysts years beforehand, revealing it more as spectacle than truly about revealing new 
capabilities.272 

Signalling Details 

Parades are a good example of pre-scripted signalling that are intended to send clear 
messages tailored to the targeted audiences. Reflecting this serious preparation, the PLA 
constructed a mock-up of downtown Beijing in 2015 for such training, with rehearsals in 
2019 starting there over three months before the parade and then moving to Tiananmen two 
weeks out.273 State-run media planned their coverage to hit the right tones far ahead, down to 
the headlines and camera locations for interviews.274 Control was so intense that whole 
neighbourhoods in Beijing were locked down with curfews and police weeks before the 
parade, public activities were severely curtailed, and internet censorship was stepped up to 
such a point that the editor of a state-run newspaper complained.275 This approach dates back 
to the earliest days under Mao, when the 1949 parade ‘was carefully orchestrated and 
meticulously planned by the [CCP]’, with even the ‘route [selected] to generate the most 
dramatic and symbolic effect’.276 

China sometimes appears to go to considerable lengths to ensure that international 
audiences will focus on the specific capabilities it wants to draw to their attention during a 
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military parade. The lead-up to the unveiling of the DF-41 ICBM at the October 2019 parade 
provides an instructive example. Chinese sources offered a series of hints that the DF-41 
ICBM would be unveiled during the October 2019 parade, with some appearing more than a 
year in advance. These hints became more numerous—and less subtle—as the date of the 
parade drew closer. For instance, in January 2019, Global Times cited remarks by a PRC 
military commentator, who stated that ‘the DF-41, China’s mysterious and most advanced 
ICBM, might make its public debut on October 1, the 70th anniversary of the People’s 
Republic of China’s founding, as a military parade is expected to be held in Beijing on that 
day’.277 In April–May 2019, commercial satellite imagery spotted a total of 18 DF-41 ICBM 
launchers, along with several other types of missiles, at a PLARF training facility near 
Jilantai.278 In July, commercial satellite imagery located the same number of DF-41 launchers 
at a military facility in Yangfang, about 35 km northwest of Beijing, where it appeared 
they were preparing for the upcoming military parade, according to an assessment by the 
Federation of American Scientists.279 Then, in late September, a week ahead of the military 
parade, Global Times published an article spotlighting a PLA press conference about the 
parade preparations. The article was titled ‘DF-41 ICBM to Debut at Parade? You Won’t 
Be Disappointed: PLA’.280 On the day of the parade, Chinese official media highlighted the 
participation of a formation of 16 DF-41 launchers, referring to the DF-41 as ‘the country’s 
most advanced and powerful deterrent’.281 

Beyond the actual hardware on display in the October 2019 parade, the Chinese 
government clearly framed the message with a speech by Xi and briefings by other senior 
officials. Weeks before the parade, senior Chinese government and military held separate 
public press conferences to explain the core themes, making the parade’s message explicit.282 
The leader’s speech then provided the official message and narrative for the parade—Xi in 
2019 harkened back to Mao’s founding words that ‘the Chinese people had stood up’, and 
added his own signature rhetoric, that since that time China had ‘embarked on the path of 
realizing national rejuvenation’.283 Turning to the PLA before the parade began, he highlighted 
its mission to ‘resolutely safeguard China’s sovereignty, security and development interests’.284 
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For domestic audiences, the parade reinforces the Party’s central authority and power, 
fostering a sense of national pride.285 As the SCIO put it, ‘The theme of the parade is to firmly 
uphold the leadership core, to reflect the characteristics of the times, to highlight national and 
military prestige, and to develop patriotism’.286 The 2019 parade followed the traditional 
choreography, with the leader, now Xi Jinping, kicking off the event with a speech and then 
reviewing the assembled troops in a car before returning to the square to observe the parade 
as it passed. The parade began with China’s three flags—the Party’s flag, the national flag, 
and the military’s flag, demonstrating the symbolic leadership of the Party.287 The military 
parade was then followed by a civilian parade, with over 100,000 people, which included 
floats for each of the provinces touting modernisation achievements, showing public support 
for the CCP across the whole nation. 

Foreign audiences, however, received a two-level message: the parade demonstrates to 
foreign governments and analysts the PLA’s growing military capabilities, but average 
observers abroad heard more about China’s peaceful rise (and any military power is in 
service of global peace).288 The SCIO balanced this by insisting that the parade ‘does not 
target any country or region or any particular situation. China’s armed forces have always 
been a staunch force for world peace and regional stability’. It added, however, that ‘we 
have the determination and ability to resolutely safeguard China’s sovereignty, security 
and development interests, as well as safeguard and promote world peace and stability’.289 
Illustrating the message for attentive analysts, Andrew Erickson points out that since the 
2015 parade, ‘all the major missiles were labeled with their English abbreviations in big 
white letters, likely to help guarantee that their presence isn’t lost on foreigners’; the  
DF-21D ASBM was specifically referred to as an ‘assassin’s mace’ and paraded in an  
‘Anti-ship Ballistic Missile Formation’—leaving little space for misinterpretation for the 
main audience—the United States.290 However, the broader CCP messaging to foreign 
audiences showed the lighter side of the parade, with articles and social media highlighting 
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the troops’ strenuous preparation and occasionally their cool side.291 The parade itself for the 
first time include a formation of Chinese peacekeepers, intended to ‘demonstrate China’s 
resolve and capabilities in maintaining world peace and regional stability’.292 

On social media, CCTV/CGTN provides a good case study of how different messages 
were sent to different audiences.293 On Twitter, CGTN’s main account in English 
(@CGTNOfficial) covered the parade the most, including explicitly mentioning SLBMs, 
UAVs, and ICBMs.294 However, none of CGTN’s regional accounts posted any pictures of 
the military parade. CGTN’s Spanish-language account did not mention the parade at all, 
and CGTN’s Africa account posted several tweets about African governments commending 
Chinese development, just once referring to it as a ‘grand celebration’ with photos of 
soldiers—notably peacekeeping troops not in PLA uniforms—goose-stepping.295 CGTN’s 
Arabic account posted about China’s modernisation progress and nonmilitary (arts) 
celebrations for the anniversary in China, and just once posted a picture of helicopters flying 
in formation to form the number 70.296 One outlier to this model was Xinhua, since its 
Spanish account was the most direct about the parade’s strategic assets, with tweets explicitly 
about the DF-41 ICBM and DF-26 IRBM, though most coverage focussed on Xi and the 
nonmilitary aspects.297 Xinhua’s main account did tweet about the parade, even calling the 
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PLARF a ‘strategic force’, but the accompanying photo was of troops marching, not the 
PLARF’s actual showpieces, the DF-41 and DF-17 missiles.298 Following the same model as 
in other accounts of downplaying it, Xinhua’s North America account posted about the NYC 
Empire State building’s famous lights going red for the anniversary.299 Within the region, the 
only parade-related posts by People’s Daily’s Japan account were of female Chinese soldiers 
goose-stepping and an empty parade grounds, notably omitting the MRBM and IRBMs that 
are targeted at Japan.300 Although it is difficult to assess comprehensively, it does appear 
Chinese state-run media accounts in English generally have more explicit military content 
than those targeting other regions in the world. 

The public reach of these parades, both domestic and foreign, continues to grow. The 
1984 parade was the first to be broadcast on TV, including by satellite around the world, 
and the 2009 parade was the first to be streamed online. The 2015 parade was watched by 
500 million people online, including 47 million people watching via CCTV’s website (up 
240 per cent from 2009) and 49 million people watched live video (up 234 per cent from 
2009).301 It was watched by 9.6 million on foreign social media and received 71,000 likes. 
In Japan, one of the 2015 parade’s primary target audience, the parade was streamed on 
Niconico, Japan’s most popular video streaming site, reaching 80,000 people. 

According to the deputy director of Xinhua’s PLA branch, the 2019 military parade set 
another record for viewership and Xinhua reported on the parade in English, French, Spanish, 
Russian, Arabic, Portuguese, and Japanese.302 This reveals their intended international 
audiences—the English-speaking Western world (especially the United States), Africa, and 
Latin America. Xinhua claimed this broad coverage, including its live streaming on social 
media, ‘significantly led AP, Reuters, AFP and other mainstream Western news’.303 Asia, 
however, was largely left out and only Japan had dedicated language reporting. This suggests 
China was intentionally avoiding broadcasting its military might to its neighbours who might 
be more sensitive to messages of Chinese power—South Korea and Vietnam, for example. 

Foreign governments, the other core target audience, are given a much better view of the 
parade. Foreign officials and military attachés are invited to attend the parade, allowing them 
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to witness firsthand these new Chinese capabilities.304 In 2009, 102 foreign military attachés 
plus 63 senior foreign military officials were invited for the 60th anniversary parade, according 
to a PLA propaganda study.305 In 2019, the MND claimed even greater participation with 
‘188 military attaches from 97 countries in China . . . invited’.306 Favoured foreign leaders 
were even invited to personally attend in 2015 and given prime spots next to Xi on top of 
Tiananmen, including the leaders of Russia, South Korea, Pakistan, and the Czech Republic.307 
Though no foreign leaders attended the 2019 parade, foreign troops from favoured nations 
were included to show China’s broad base of international support, including Russia, Cuba, 
Cambodia, and Venezuela.308 

Chinese Explanation and Analysis 

Military parades have always been a component of Chinese deterrence signalling, 
generally by demonstrating the credibility of Chinese capabilities.309 As early as 2001, the 
Science Military Strategy framed parades as one way to reveal capabilities that would ‘clearly 
show one’s own deterrence capability, creating psychological pressure and fear against the 
opponent, thereby forcing them to yield’.310 Similarly, the 2015 NDU Science of Military 
Strategy includes parades as one way to ‘display advanced weapons’, with the goal of 
‘making the other side realise we already have advanced defence and counterattack methods, 
creating a psychological fear of our retaliation’.311 

Although the parade showcases all services and domains, perhaps the true stars of the 
show are the missiles: rarely displayed publicly, and never in such numbers, they are saved 
until the end and explained in vivid detail. Reflecting the Chinese missile forces’ thinking on 
the topic, the 2004 Science of Second Artillery Campaigns asserts that parades are the ‘best 
time to show military strength’ and argues militaries should ‘fully make use of this [parade] 
opportunity to fully display new missiles and equipment, especially new ICBMs as an 
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assassin’s mace’.312 The purpose of these missile parades is to use ‘partial or full exposure to 
the world to give potential opponents a huge psychological shock’. Such actions can be 
proactive or in response to enemy displays of nuclear forces, and should use the media to 
release relevant information on nuclear force posture to ‘cause a psychological shock to the 
enemy and make it restrain its deterrence actions’.313 Exemplifying the PLA’s idea of tailored 
deterrence, it argues that the missiles paraded can be selected ‘according to deterrence 
requirements’, either by range (MRBM, IRBM, ICBM), fuel type (solid, liquid), mobility 
(fixed, mobile), launch type (ground-launched, sea-launched, air-launched), or missile type 
(ballistic, cruise). 

Although these parades are all during peacetime, PLA texts note the value of wartime 
parades as well. The 2001 AMS Science of Military Strategy specifically recounts that during 
World War II, the Soviet Union held a military parade in Red Square, ‘which not only 
inspired the morale of all Soviet soldiers and civilians, but also caused a great shock to 
German fascists’.314 Demonstrating the pervasiveness of this understanding, and making it 
simply more explicit, two Nanjing Political Institute graduate students wrote in 2011 that 
military parades were one of several ways to establish ‘wartime public opinion deterrence’ 
(战时舆论威慑, zhanshi yulun weishe), arguing that ‘in preparation for military struggle, 
showing capabilities can shape the situation, and can transmit deterrence information to the 
other side, winning the initiative in military diplomacy to contain crises and reduce the goals 
of conflict’.315 

In general, the military parades are intended to convey a clear message to potential 
adversaries: China’s military power is growing, and there should be no doubt about China’s 
increasing capabilities—or its will to use them. With respect to the October 2019 military 
parade, China did attempt to clearly explain its message through public briefings, though in 
practice they reflected the Party’s propaganda messaging in a way that may have somewhat 
obfuscated the actual deterrence signals they were trying to send. The SCIO explained that 
‘the military parade . . . will show that the people’s armed forces always obey the Party’s 
command, reflect the reform and achievements in building a strong armed forces, demonstrate 
the war preparedness and fighting capability of the people’s armed forces, as well as our 
confidence to achieve the Party’s goal of building a strong military and to transform our 
people’s armed forces into world-class forces’.316 Senior PLA officials in charge of the parade 
explained that it was intended to ‘demonstrate the comprehensive capability of the PLA to 
carry out its assigned mission and tasks for the new era . . . [show] our confidence to achieve 
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the goal of transforming the people’s armed forces into a world-class entity, and reflect our 
firm resolve to safeguard China’s sovereignty, security and development interests, as well as 
safeguard and promote world peace and regional stability’.317 Responding to a question by 
CNN about the parade signalling to the United States, senior PLA official rejected the 
‘flawed logic that China’s armed forces exhibiting weaponry is “flexing its muscles”, but if 
[we] do not exhibit it, [we] would be blamed for lacking transparency’. Instead, ‘the stronger 
we become, the more contributions we can make to world peace’.318 

Any necessary additional clarity was provided by Chinese retired military officers and 
academics speaking to Western media. Retired PLA colonel Yue Gang told the Financial 
Times, ‘We want to use this big killer to contain America. . . . Although we have no way to 
compete with you, we are now developing some unique equipment so that America does not 
dare to go first against us’.319 Cheng Xiaohe of Renmin University said, ‘If China has to 
engage in war, China is prepared. China is not afraid to fight a war against anyone who dares 
to challenge China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity’.320 Accompanying a picture of 
DF-41s, the editor of Global Times wrote on Twitter, ‘Message from them: Don’t mess up 
with the Chinese people or intimidate them. The Chinese people won’t provoke you anyway’.321 
Some, however, thought there was not much to explain, as Tong Zhao of Carnegie Tsinghua 
said, ‘I think it’s a little surprising that China was so straightforward’.322 

These core messages are mirrored in PLA after-action analyses of propaganda results for 
the parades. A PLA article on the 2015 parade argued that it served four purposes: improving 
military morale, deterring adversaries by demonstrating military discipline and new equipment, 
creating a good public image for the PLA, and instilling values and propaganda into the 
military.323 Looking at the messaging of the April 2019 naval parade, researchers at the NDU 
Political Academy had three main takeaways: the importance of actively setting the narrative 
agenda ahead of time, being clear about the target audience, and making good use of the 
media.324 The analysts called for better military-civil fusion for the PLA to make sure Chinese 
state-run media ‘expand the international influence and popularity of China’s media’, while 
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also ‘making foreign media useful to us [China]’, by leveraging the power of friendly 
organisations, media, and people to ‘carry out external propaganda work and improve the 
effectiveness of external communications’. For targeting foreign audiences, the article argued 
that propaganda messages must differentiate between domestic and foreign audiences, and 
not treat all foreign audiences all the same— ‘This requires accurately grasping the cross-
border, cross-cultural, and cross-lingual characteristics of international communication’.325 
This aligns with the approach on foreign social media and reflects an emphasis on tailored 
messaging to targeted audiences. 

International Interpretation 

The signal of a strong, modernised military with a mission to safeguard China’s national 
interests was received loud and clear by foreign media and analysts. The Washington Post 
described the parade as an ‘astonishing array of new weapons systems’ that had darker tones 
against the backdrop of Hong Kong protests and the U.S.-China trade war: ‘With goose-
stepping soldiers, a convoy of missiles and portraits of the party chairmen carried on floats, 
it was a display that would have been recognizable to Mao — or to Joseph Stalin’.326 The 
message was interpreted the same around the world—from South Korea and Japan to France 
and Germany.327 

Analysts understood the message meant for potential adversaries and noted some 
significant achievements. Bonnie Glaser of CSIS said, ‘He’s sending a signal to Hong Kong 
and Taiwan, to all of China’s neighbors and to the West, that China is making great strides 
toward becoming a first-tier military power’.328 Similarly in 2015, Taylor Fravel of MIT 
noted, ‘Amid a worsening security environment, Beijing may feel that it needs to show 
strength and resolve’.329 Andrew Erickson summed up well Xi’s ‘clear message’ to Asian 
nations from the 2015 parade: ‘China has arrived as a great military power, and its interests 
must be taken seriously. . . . The PLA has ways to strike military bases and ships in the 
region that it finds menacing . . . [so p]lease therefore keep China’s interests in mind so that 
these weapons need never be used’.330 
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Australian analysts also understood the rapid military progress and implications for 
Canberra. Sam Roggeveen of the Lowy Institute in Australia acknowledged new systems 
were in some cases world-leading, such as the DF-17 HGV: ‘There’s simply nothing like it in 
any Western military force. . . . China is now, in some spheres of military technology, ahead 
of any Western nation’, while the DF-41 is ‘China’s most powerful and advanced nuclear 
weapons system . . . [and] has clearly been designed and deployed with deterring the United 
States in mind’.331 Turning to these capabilities’ significance for Australia, Malcolm Davis of 
the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) asserted that ‘the new capabilities on display 
can’t be dismissed as inconsequential for the US and its allies. It’s important that Australia, 
along with the US and its strategic partners, begins to consider how to contend with some of 
these advanced military capabilities’.332 Specifically, he recommended that ‘those planning 
the future structure of the Australian Defence Force should take on board the key systems 
that were on show in Beijing. In particular, it’s clear that China is seeking to enhance and 
extend its A2/AD capability in a manner that will make it more difficult for the US and its 
allies, including Australia, to project power throughout the Indo-Pacific’.333 

Analysts also pointed out the conflicting narratives of strength and upholding world 
peace. Evan Medeiros, a former U.S. National Security Council (NSC) official under 
U.S. President Barack Obama, said that ‘China’s diplomacy is a constant balancing act 
between multiple and often competing objectives, and it does a bad job of finding the right 
balance’.334 Similarly, Fravel added, ‘Yet if the [2015] military purpose of the parade is to 
enhance China’s strategic deterrence, displays of strength may easily backfire—especially 
because of existing tensions. Rather than deter others from challenging China, the parade 
is more likely to underscore the military threat that China poses and affirm increasingly 
negative perceptions of Beijing’s intentions’.335 Chinese sources did not address this outright, 
but Vice Foreign Minister He Yafei referred to the PLA’s public diplomacy supporting both 
messages of ‘China walking the road of peace’ and ‘resolutely safeguarding China’s core 
interests’ as ‘dialectical utility’ (辩证统一)—namely, touting irreconcilable things at the 
same time.336 

Although little is known about how foreign intelligence organisations interpret Chinese 
military parades, the 1984 parade provides some insight since it is long enough ago for 
U.S. declassification. A CIA report said it ‘underlined the impressive progress made in 
defense modernization since the mid-1970s’, and ‘underscore[d] Beijing’s determination to 
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improve its defense’, and ultimately ‘if produced and deployed in quantity, the weapons 
unveiled will go far to redress some, but certainly not all, of the critical deficiencies in 
China’s defense’.337 However, expert CIA analysts were also able to see through some of 
Beijing’s propaganda spin: ‘China’s dependence on foreign technology was apparent . . . 
despite Chinese statements emphasizing self-reliance in the development and production of 
these new systems’. The high-profile propaganda coverage ‘demonstrated the importance 
China’s leaders place on displaying increasingly capable military force to both domestic and 
foreign audiences’. Similarly, an American attendee to the 1945 parade described it as ‘probably 
the greatest demonstration of Chinese military might in history’, making it ‘enormously 
impressive’.338 The CIA analysts in 1985, however, knew something likely secret from 
outside observers: ‘China’s newest fighter was not even displayed’ because it ‘has been 
troubled by’ a host of problems.339 

Key Takeaways 

Military parades are likely to be a continuing feature of Xi’s rule and the CCP’s approach 
to deterrence signalling for the long term. These events provide several lessons learned. First, 
China can undertake a concerted campaign with well-scripted messaging to send a clear 
signal. This includes tailored messages for targeted audiences, such as a softer tone towards 
the general public despite clear threatening capabilities for adversary governments. Second, 
China uses a variety of means to send this message: leadership speeches, Chinese media 
coverage, outreach to foreign governments, and briefings to foreign media, among others. 
Third, the actual deterrent message—China has these capabilities—should not be lost in the 
propaganda narrative, which asserts that China is contributing to world peace. 

Table 4.1 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of military 
parades. 

Table 4.1. Applying the Framework to Military Parades 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 

Demonstrating 
improvements in 
capabilities to deter 
or intimidate potential 
adversaries  

Displaying new 
weaponry and 
equipment during 
highly choreographed 
military parade  

Potential 
adversaries, 
such as the 
United States  

Party, government, 
and military, plus 
unofficial sources 

Widely 
disseminated  

Appealing to 
nationalism, 
bolstering Party 
legitimacy  

 Chinese public  Leadership 
participation  

Coordinated 
propaganda 
rollout 

                                                
337 ‘China: Defense Modernisation on Parade’, Central Intelligence Agency Directorate of Intelligence, 
November 23, 1984, declassified April 12, 2010, CIA-RDP04T00367R000302400001-4. 
338 Chang-tai Hung, ‘Mao’s Parades’. 
339 ‘China: Defense Modernisation on Parade’. 



  78 

Peacetime Case Study No. 2: People’s Liberation Army Air Force 
Bomber Flights 
Since 2015, the Chinese Air Force has been conducting flights past the First Island Chain 

with its H-6K medium-range bomber.340 The flights have been one of the most visible ways 
the PLA has demonstrated its capability and resolve to defend its territorial claims against 
those of rivals in the South China Sea, as well as its ability to prosecute an air campaign 
against Taiwan and hold the main Japanese islands at risk over the Senkakus. China has 
broadcast these flights mainly through the state-run media, especially on social media, and 
has tailored this messaging most effectively against Taiwan. As China develops more 
advanced power projection platforms, such as the H-20 strategic bomber but also next-
generation carriers and submarines, it is learning how to leverage the physical presence of 
its military far from its shores for maximum deterrent effect and as psychological warfare 
against target populations to undermine their will to fight. Of note, the PLAN also conducts 
similar flights with its H-6 bombers, but these flights have been leveraged less for signalling 
and are not examined here. 

Event Details 

In July 2016, when an international tribunal in The Hague invalidated China’s territorial 
claims in the South China Sea, the Chinese MFA denounced the ruling as ‘null and void and 
[having] no binding force’.341 However, the PLAAF showed the world how China really felt 
courtesy of an H-6K bomber flight over Scarborough Shoal, which was the root cause of the 
tribunal’s case, being disputed territory claimed by both China and the Philippines. It did so 
not with a normal statement or CCTV announcement, but it released the information—and 
a photo for proof—on the PLAAF’s social media account on Weibo, China’s version of 
Twitter.342 The message was clear: China claims this territory and has the military might to 
enforce its claims, lest any other claimants believe they can stand up to China. 

Overall, the PLAAF has conducted at least 42 H-6 bomber flights throughout Asia since 
the first one in March 2015.343 H-6Ks initially flew through the Miyako Strait, between Taiwan 
and Japan, and the Bashi Channel, between Taiwan and the Philippines, but then expanded to 
fly into the South China Sea and circumnavigate Taiwan in 2016. The bombers then flew 
through the Tsushima Strait, between South Korea and Japan, and close to Japan’s east coast 
in 2017. The pace of flights has ebbed and flowed over the last five years, but so far, they 
have occurred exclusively in East Asia. 
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These flights have several motivations, according to a recent RAND report exploring the 
PLAAF’s growing employment of bombers in the region.344 Beyond the flights’ value for 
deterrence, these flights have operational value by providing training for the PLAAF’s wartime 
mission of strikes on Taiwan, Guam, Japan and other locations. Decades of modernisation 
investments by the PLAAF created a set of modern aircraft—the J-20 stealth fighter, Y-20 
transport aircraft, and H-6K bomber—to support the service’s transition from a homeland air 
defence force that mitigated concerns over its pilots defecting with anti-ejection measures 
through the late 1980s to a modern air force embracing a power projection mission.345 In 
order to operationalise this new hardware, however, pilots and crews require flight hours to 
acclimatise to flying over water beyond the country’s borders. As H-6K pilots have gained 
more experience, the flights have incorporated other support aircraft—fighters, early warning 
aircraft, reconnaissance aircraft, and aerial refuelling tankers—to create bomber strike 
packages. These bomber strike packages represent more realistic options for how the PLAAF 
would actually conduct strikes in wartime, reflecting operational gains from these flights. 
These flights also boost the PLAAF’s bureaucratic standing, giving it a stake in the maritime 
domain that has traditionally been dominated by the PLA Navy, and provide one more way 
for China to pressure Taiwan’s government. The operational value and pressure on Taiwan 
reinforce the core message of capability and resolve for the larger goal of deterring undesired 
Taiwanese political actions, such as declaring independence. 

Signalling Details 

These flights demonstrate China’s operational capability to conduct missile strikes against 
regional countries in a very direct manner. Unlike parades, however, the bombers are not 
easily observed nor broadcast in real time on their flights into the Pacific or the South China 
Sea. This is especially true because some of the intended targets, such as the Philippines or 
Vietnam, very likely do not have the technical means to actually even know Chinese bombers 
are flying near their territory.346 This means the PLA had to consider how to message these 
flights and what information to release publicly for maximum intended effect. The PLA’s 
approach has utilised state-run and social media and has employed PLA commentators 
to amplify messaging as necessary, plus it has shown an ability to leverage selective 
transparency and foreign government information to its advantage. 
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The public deterrence value is less from the actual flights themselves than from the way 
they are communicated, especially when compared with similar flights by PLAN Aviation. 
PLAN Aviation H-6 bombers began flying past the First Island Chain in 2013, before the 
PLAAF, on similar training for their assigned wartime mission, antiship strikes on adversary 
ships and carriers.347 However, the PLAN has been much quieter about its training, announcing 
few details about the flights, and they have not received high-profile coverage by Chinese 
state-run media. The PLAAF’s decision to broadcast the flights boldly and widely reveals the 
PLA’s desire to use these as deterrence signalling, meaning the way they are communicated 
is very important. At the same time, however, some alternative explanations or other 
contributing factors should also be taken into account. Notably, the PLAAF appears to be 
competing within the PLA to gain as much of an overwater mission as possible vis-à-vis 
PLAN bombers.348 Additionally, the PLAAF could be leveraging these materials to improve 
pilot recruitment, bolster its status to gain additional support from top leaders, or boost 
nationalism at home more generally.349 While many if not all of the bomber flights have 
deterrence implications, and some of the flights around Taiwan and in the South China Sea 
in particular appear to have been heavily amplified as deterrence signals, it is worth noting 
that the flights and even the associated messaging could support other objectives or serve 
multiple purposes in some instances. 

The PLAAF has been preparing for the flights for years, strongly suggesting the 
messaging strategy has been well considered. In Strategic Air Force, a 2009 PLAAF book 
outlining the service’s long-term modernisation strategy, the authors argue China ‘must build 
strong offensive air power, bring the First and Second Island Chains into the range of our 
striking force, and force the U.S. military to retract its defense line’.350 In the 2013 AMS 
Science of Military Strategy, the PLAAF is called to ‘realise some breakthroughs in terms of 
blue-water training and strategic cruising’, which is the term used to describe bomber flights 
for deterrence purposes.351 When the flights began in 2015, a PLA commentator correctly 
predicted what was to come: flying with support aircraft, flying new routes near Japan and 
flying more frequently.352 Moreover, the PLA immediately rolled out its propaganda line to 
justify that these flights did not target any specific countries nor violate international norms.353 
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This is all to say, significant evidence exists that these flights and the accompanying 
messages were well planned ahead of time. 

The locations of the flights have been very intentional but the timing appears to be 
less important. The operational value of the flights serves as the foundation for their value 
as deterrence and thus the flights near the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands disputed with Japan, 
Scarborough Shoal disputed with the Philippines, or Allison Reef and Woody Island disputed 
with Vietnam all are physical manifestations of the PLA’s capability to deliver firepower to 
these remote islands—even if these distances are not required during actual combat. However, 
the flights often lack a clear political provocation and instead are more likely to be mostly 
driven by training cycles, flight time availability, and weather. Even the PLA’s landing of 
an H-6 bomber on Woody Island in 2018, and likely again in August 2020, does not send 
obvious political messages. Rather, the PLA mostly seems to have been practising landing 
these heavy military aircraft in new places that may serve critical roles in future conflicts. 
Certainly, at times, the flights have had an immediate political relevance, such as the July 
2016 flights into the South China Sea. However, much like North Korean nuclear tests, the 
flights appear to be leveraged for maximum deterrent effect whenever they occur, not the 
other way around, making them dual-use deterrence actions. 

Beyond the bombers’ mere presence themselves, the flights have been announced by the 
PLAAF and broadcast widely on traditional and social media by Chinese state-run media. 
Most, but not all, of the flights were announced by PLAAF spokesperson Shen Jinke. 
These statements were then broadcast via Chinese state-run media, with varying degrees of 
emphasis and coverage. Spurring domestic support, the PLAAF leverage these flights into 
propaganda blitz for CCTV specials, People’s Daily front pages and eye-catching promotional 
videos on social media.354 This attention was also translated abroad, as state-run media targeting 
foreign audiences, such as China Daily, covered the flights in traditional and social media.355 

The core message by the PLAAF on these flights has been consistent, if perhaps 
contradictory. As repeated in Shen Jinke’s statements, the flights are normal behaviour for 
all militaries, routine training that complies with international law, and they do not target any 
third country.356 However, Shen always highlights the PLAAF’s capability and resolve to 
fulfil its mission to safeguard Chinese territory. This two-track messaging dismisses any 
concerns and couches the flights in a defensive narrative, but nevertheless cannot obscure the 
actual signalling involved. 
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In order to amplify the messaging for added effect, PLA propagandists routinely accentuate 
the messaging when necessary on a semideniable basis. For example, the PLAAF undertook 
a concerted pressure campaign for bomber flights around Taiwan in April and May 2018, 
totalling seven flights. At the same time, as a 2018 RAND report found, ‘these flights came 
with much more explicit deterrence signalling’, including that ‘the rhetoric by military 
commentators also ramped up, as one said that the H-6K’s missiles are intended for “destroying 
Taiwan’s key military facilities or decapitate important human targets like Tsai and [prime 
minister William] Lai”’.357 Although these statements are not official government statements, 
the PLAAF sometimes reposts them on social media in a show of support for these comments, 
reflecting the fact that the propagandist serve to reinforce intended messages.358 

To expand the reach of its messaging and exploit its potential for psychological warfare, 
the PLAAF has also released short videos on social media that have been reposted on Western 
social media as ‘external propaganda products’.359 During the spring 2018 pressure campaign 
on Taiwan, the PLAAF released several promotional videos on Weibo narrated in Mandarin 
Chinese, but it dubbed at least some of the videos into English, Southern Min (close to 
Taiwanese Hokkein), and Japanese—not coincidently the exact languages of the most 
targeted countries.360 These videos were posted widely by state-run media on Twitter and 
YouTube. This is a good example of how PLA propaganda also serves a deterrent message 
and how the PLA is adapting to social media, and how state-run media deliver Chinese 
deterrence messages abroad for a wider global audience.361 It should be noted, however, that 
the PLAAF’s videos are not actually very popular with foreign audiences, with few garnering 
more than a couple of hundred views.362 

The PLAAF also learned how to embrace the power of transparency for its advantage. 
When the flights began, the PLAAF was slow releasing information, with the Japanese 
Ministry of Defence’s (MOD) reports on the flights often being released first. Over time, 
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however, the PLAAF began releasing more details about the flights quicker via social media, 
including photos from its flights—notably flying over Scarborough Shoal in July 2016 and 
(allegedly) flying past Taiwan’s Jade Mountain in December 2016—to win the public 
opinion battle.363 During its pressure campaign against Taiwan in spring 2018, the PLAAF 
mimicked the Japanese MOD reports by promoting the bombers’ flight path on its own and 
finally clarified that the ‘treasured island’ it had been flying around for a year was indeed 
Taiwan.364 This transparency was likely intended to bolster the credibility of its capabilities 
and the message clarity was meant to slightly increase the pressure, but perhaps even more so 
it served as a form of psychological warfare to undermine Taiwanese resolve. 

Beyond direct messaging, the PLAAF also appears to have adopted some psychological 
warfare tactics for these flights targeting the Taiwanese public. The Taiwanese MND claimed 
the photo of Jade Mountain was manipulated, though the PLAAF continues to use the photo 
regardless.365 Chinese pilots have also interacted with Taiwanese aircraft, intercepting them, 
at times appealing to a shared identity, a nod to China’s claims to the island, and at other 
times threatening consequences.366 This aligns well with PLA writings on psychological 
warfare, including manipulated information (in this case, pictures) for deterrence. The focus 
on Taiwan is apparent by the absence of similar public emphasis on another clear target of 
the flights—U.S. forces in Guam. Although the PLAAF bomber flights into the Pacific have 
targeted Guam since the beginning, the PLA never openly characterises them as such, and 
has left any discussion by PLA commentators only in Chinese—suggesting the PLA does not 
seek the same psychological warfare approach vis-à-vis Guam, and a further indication the 
PLA assumes the United States will correctly interpret the signal without public explanation. 

Chinese state-run media’s coverage of the flights on foreign social media generally 
reflects this focus on U.S. audiences. In a review of state-run media accounts since January 
2017, People’s Daily’s main Twitter account was the most prolific tweeter of bomber flights, 
mentioning at least ten, plus other general PLAAF training stories. Although the content is 
sometimes ambiguous about the real purpose, other times it is rather direct: ‘Chinese H-6K 
strategic bombers and fighter jets conducting island encirclement patrols near an island that is 
reportedly Taiwan’.367 Xinhua, by contrast, had its main account mention the flights only once 
in December 2017 and obfuscated by describing it as ‘cruising around island’.368 Xinhua’s 
Indonesia account, however, was quite attentive to the bomber flights, mentioning at least 
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four flights and more general training.369 Suggesting there may be a messaging strategy in 
place for Indonesian audiences, none of these flights are placed in the context of the South 
China Sea and the May 2018 H-6K landing on Woody Island was completely ignored. 
The only other regional Xinhua account observed to mention the flights was one tweet by 
Xinhua’s Spanish account, and otherwise the most popular PLAAF-related news story was 
China’s participation in the International Army Games in July 2018.370 This is not to say all 
PLA propaganda is closely coordinated across accounts, however, since the PLAAF’s 
Weibo has publicly lobbied for other accounts to amplify its posts and the PLAAF may have 
accidentally released extra footage in a recent video.371 

Signalling Explanation 

The PLAAF has long seen itself as a service that could provide deterrence signalling in 
the tradition of other great power air forces in the United States and Russia. The PLAAF has 
set out to become a ‘strategic air force’, namely a modern air force premised on the ability 
to safeguard national interests and support China’s status as a major power.372 Signalling 
serves both of these core missions since it can communicate red lines on Chinese interests 
and broadly reflect China’s great power status by flexing its muscles. The 2009 book that 
outlined this vision, Strategic Air Force, addresses the value of bombers for deterrence at 
length.373 It asserts that ‘in modern informatised warfare, long-range offensive air power has 
strong destructive power and therefore can play a vital role in deterring the potential enemy. 
With this deterrence role, we could conquer the enemy without fighting a war, or could 
effectively contain war escalation in the course of a war’. Authoritative PLAAF texts since at 
least 1995 make similar references to using airpower as deterrence, list deterrence actions 
such as ‘organising air patrols’, ‘deploying air forces near borders’, ‘visible deployments’, 
and ‘large-scale exercises’.374 Understanding that China’s bomber force is currently weaker 
than the United States, PLAAF analysts have looked to Russia to observe how a qualitatively 
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inferior force can still be used to challenge U.S. power by garnering media attention and 
forcing a reaction from the affected countries.375 

China has at times specifically pointed to its flights as deterrence signals. This is first 
and foremost found in the language PLAAF spokesperson Shen Jinke uses to announce the 
flights, which often revolves around capability and resolve.376 For example, announcing the 
July 2016 flights into the South China Sea, Shen said they were intended to ‘improve combat 
abilities against various security threats’, and that ‘the PLA Air Force will firmly defend 
national sovereignty, security and maritime interests, safeguard regional peace and stability, 
and cope with various threats and challenges’.377 Similarly, during the PLA’s broader spring 
2018 pressure campaign against Taiwan and the peak of H-6K flights around the island, the 
PLAAF explained the H-6K ‘shoulders an important mission of delivering the nation’s 
power and will’ and that the flights into the Pacific ‘declared the strength of the Chinese Air 
Force’.378 The videos distributed on social media in multiple languages, in the PLAAF’s own 
words, ‘transmitted [its] resolve and will to safeguard national unity’ and ‘allows the people 
of all ethnicities across the country and the compatriots in Taiwan and overseas to understand 
and see more clearly . . . [that] every inch of territory of our great motherland cannot and 
absolutely must not be separated from China’.379 Reflecting upon the spring 2018 pressure 
campaign of flight around Taiwan, Shen Jinke wrote that the international reaction to the 
flights ‘indicated that the information transmitted by “Air Force Release” [the PLAAF’s 
Weibo account] was the correct signal for foreign communication’.380 A spokesperson for 
China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) made this point even more bluntly around the same 
time, saying the PLA drills show ‘we have the resolve, the confidence and the ability to 
defeat secessionist attempts in any form, to safeguard national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity’.381 A month later, in May 2018, when an H-6K landed on Woody Island, a Chinese 
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analyst explained that their deployment to the South China Sea would ‘[add] to [the 
PLAAF’s] existing prowess to deter any plots to compromise China’s territorial integrity 
from the sea’.382 These comments all revolve around the same core components of Chinese 
deterrence—capability, resolve and communication. By contrast, when a PLAN Aviation H-6J 
was reported to have landed on Woody Island in August 2020, the PLAN did not release the 
information directly and it was not covered widely in Party-state foreign language media, 
continuing the broader trend of the PLAN generally downplaying its bomber flights.383 

PLAAF Command College professor Wang Mingliang has been one of the leading 
thinkers on how bombers support deterrence. In the 2009 Strategic Air Force, he noted the 
option for ‘the time-appropriate implementation of cruising flights in sensitive regions during 
military struggle to demonstrate power’.384 Explaining the first flights in 2015, he said, ‘In 
displaying the H-6K to the world, the message being sent is our conviction and capability to 
use more active methods in much wider spaces to protect national sovereignty, security, and 
development’.385 In 2018, as the flights continued, he expanded on the symbolism of the 
flights: ‘It is undeniable that this is also a special language for China’s security communication 
on the international stage. The information transmitted is that the PLAAF is determined to be 
able to maintain the sovereignty, unity, and territorial integrity of the country in a broader 
space. It also [says that China] has the resolve and capability to show the PLAAF’s legal 
existence in international public airspace. This helps maintain regional stability and peace’.386 

International Understanding 

Most foreign governments and analysts understand these flights constitute deterrence 
signals, but the nature of the flights has allowed some countries to downplay their 
significance.387 The United States understands these flights are targeted in part on  
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U.S. forces in Asia, but does not explicitly frame them as deterrence signalling.388 For 
example, the 2018 U.S. DoD report to Congress acknowledged that flights ‘[demonstrate] the 
capability to strike U.S. and allied forces and military bases in the western Pacific Ocean, 
including Guam’, and adds that ‘such flights could potentially be used as a strategic signal to 
regional states’.389 However, it notes that ‘the PLA has thus far not been clear what messages 
such flights communicate beyond a demonstration of improved capabilities’. 

Taiwan has criticised China for the flights and refused to pay them too much attention. In 
response to a February 2020 flight around Taiwan, the Taiwanese MND said, ‘The Chinese 
Communist’s long-range far-out-at-sea missions have impacted regional security and stability 
and endanger the peace and welfare shared by all parties in the region’.390 The Taiwanese 
MND initially decided against providing much public information about the flights, other 
than calling for calm and occasionally releasing a statement on the flight details, ‘because 
the Ministry will not dance to China’s tune as it tries to use psychological warfare against 
Taiwan’.391 However, one retired Taiwanese military official, according to a 2018 RAND 
report, ‘assessed that the bomber flights were far more focused on training than anything else 
because of the need to ensure that the PLAAF can overcome challenging weather and other 
operational conditions in a real combat scenario’.392 

Japan similarly views these flights as bolstering Chinese deterrence against Tokyo. This 
is assumed to be focussed on the most likely cause for a China-Japan crisis, the disputed 
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands near Taiwan. According to a 2018 RAND report, ‘Japanese 
interlocutors generally assess that bomber flights represent the next step in China’s attempts 
to assert sovereignty over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands and gain leverage in its dispute with 
Japan’, with the goal of ‘chang[ing] the status quo and perhaps even to goad[ing] Japan into 
an incident that could render Article 5 of the U.S.-Japan Alliance nonapplicable’.393 Like 
other Chinese neighbours, Japanese analysts understand the bomber flights are only one 
component of Chinese military and paramilitary pressure—China has used PLAAF, PLAN 
and PLAN Aviation, as well as the Coast Guard and People’s Maritime Militia to press its 
territorial claims to the Senkakus. Interestingly enough, PLAAF social media has not 
taunted Japan in the same way it has clearly sought to provoke and undermine the Taiwanese 
government on social media. 
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Other regional countries have voiced criticism when the flights were clearly targeted at 
them but have otherwise been much more circumspect in their interpretation, likely out of 
diplomatic sensitivities. For example, Vietnam has been largely quiet on Chinese flights into 
the South China Sea, but in May 2018, when the H-6K landed on Woody Island, which is 
also claimed by Vietnam, its foreign ministry said China should ‘put an end to these activities 
immediately, stop militarisation, [and] seriously respect Vietnam’s sovereignty over the 
Hoang Sa Islands’.394 Vietnam similarly criticised the August 2020 news of an H-6J landing 
on Woody Island.395 The Philippines, which does not claim Woody Island but disputes the 
Spratly Islands with China, did not criticise China for the May 2018 H-6K landing, likely to 
avoid diplomatic tension.396 Away from direct claimants to the South China Sea, analysts in 
Australia, which is nominally within H-6K range from Chinese bases there, interpreted 
previous bomber flight into the South China Sea as ‘China’s trying to send a signal that, if 
Australia gets involved directly or indirectly in joint patrols in the South China Sea, Australia 
shouldn’t assume that its distance protects it’.397 Overall, regional countries clearly understand 
the deterrence signals being sent. 

One good example of an instance in which there was some debate—and evidently some 
misunderstanding—over the intended message associated with PLAAF bomber activity 
occurred following then-President-Elect Trump’s phone call with Taiwanese President Tsai 
Ing-wen in December 2016. As the first phone call between a U.S. president-elect and 
Taiwan’s leader since diplomatic ties were ended in 1979, there was an expectation that 
Beijing would respond in some fashion. Shortly thereafter, a U.S. official revealed to Fox 
News that a ‘nuclear-capable bomber’ flight had occurred, which Fox summarised as saying, 
‘The dramatic show of force was meant to send a message to the new administration’.398 
However, the flight route does not support the interpretation that it was a signal in response 
to the Trump-Tsai phone call. First, the flight as described by the U.S. official was into the 
South China Sea, along the nine-dash line, not around Taiwan, suggesting that if it was 
intended to send a message it was likely one related to the maritime disputes in the South 
China Sea. Moreover, the H-6K bomber was not nuclear capable at the time, according to an 
assessment by DoD.399 Finally, bomber flights can serve a number of other purposes beyond 
international signalling, such as crew training and messaging aimed at impressing a domestic 
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audience with the PLAAF’s growing capabilities and the willingness of Party leaders to 
display them in pursuit of Chinese goals. As one analyst said, ‘While the flight might be 
intended as a signal, it needs to be viewed in the context of increasing Chinese air force 
patrols in the region generally, and not exclusively in response to the Taiwan call. The greater 
danger may not be China’s signal to President Trump but the U.S. reading more into the 
signal than China intended’.400 Although the bomber activity may have been intended at least 
in part as a signal of some sort, the U.S. official’s explanation to Fox News did not make 
much sense given that the flight took place in the South China Sea, and the part of the news 
report about the bomber being nuclear-capable appears to have been incorrect. This example 
illustrates some of the difficulties involved in sending and interpreting signals: there is a 
possibility that the sender could be overestimating the likelihood of correct interpretation by 
the target audience (which can sometimes be the case even when the target audience is inside 
government and should have access to the best available information); and there is a risk of 
observers linking possibly unrelated events, which can lead to misinterpretation of activities 
that were likely intended to serve other purposes. 

Key Takeaways 

These PLAAF bomber flights are a good example of how China is using the physical 
presence of new military hardware to demonstrate increased capability and signal resolve to 
defend its territorial claims against rival claimants. Furthermore, the PLAAF’s use of social 
media is a good example of how China is leveraging a new communication channel to 
increase the reach of its deterrence signals to a broader global audience. Yet the PLAAF’s 
use of tailored deterrence messaging is evident in the public emphasis on flights around 
Taiwan, compared with only some public messaging on flights targeted at the Philippines, 
and no public discussion of flights targeted at Guam (for U.S. forces). 

The PLA’s heavy emphasis on the psychological nature of deterrence is evident in these 
flights as well. The very public approach to deterrence signalling against Taiwan reflects a 
form of psychological warfare for deterrence purposes, and the PLAAF’s use of reportedly 
manipulated images reinforces PLA writings about value of disinformation for deterrence 
purposes. 

These flights also show some divergence in how countries, at least publicly, interpret 
and react to Chinese deterrence signals. Although regional countries clearly understand 
deterrence signalling, some do not want to publicly admit this, challenging Australian and 
U.S. coordination with them on this Chinese behaviour that all agree is unwelcome. Part of 
this reflects the fact that relying completely on open-source intelligence for analysis of 
Chinese deterrence signalling is challenging, especially if affected countries do not have the 
same capabilities even just to receive directly China’s signals, such as the Philippines lacking 
maritime domain awareness of its South China Sea claims. 

                                                
400 Steven Stashwick, ‘US Media Over-Hypes Chinese Bomber “Warning” in South China Sea’, The Diplomat, 
December 15, 2016. 
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Lastly, the PLAAF’s adoption of a nuclear mission in the near future means that these 
bomber flights will have an added layer of complexity, and ambiguity, especially in a 
crisis.401 China’s no-first-use nuclear policy ostensibly should mean that Beijing would use 
nuclear-equipped aircraft only against other nuclear powers (the United States and India), but 
since the H-6N and China’s future strategic bomber will be dual-capable, there will be room 
for confusion. 

Table 4.2 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of Chinese 
bomber flights.  

Table 4.2. Applying the Framework to Chinese Bomber Flights 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 
Intimidation of 
Taiwan, rival 
claimants in 
maritime disputes 

Bomber patrols 
and exercises 

Taiwan’s government 
and public; rival 
claimants 

High-level Party, 
government, military, 
and unofficial sources 

Coordinated propaganda 
campaign, including 
social media 

Deterrence of the 
United States 

Xi Jinping visit to 
bomber base; 
bomber patrols 

United States High-level Party and 
military 

Mostly nonpublic 
government-to-
government 

Peacetime Case Study No. 3: Cross-Strait Tensions Since the 2016 
Taiwanese Presidential Election 
Since the election of President Tsai Ing-wen in January 2016, China has engaged in a 

range of diplomatic, economic, military, and psychological pressure tactics against the Tsai 
administration and the Taiwanese people.402 The purpose of Beijing’s pressure campaign has 
been to coerce Tsai into accepting the ‘1992 Consensus’—an agreement that there is only 
‘One China’ and that Taiwan is a part of it—and, ultimately, to entice Taipei to participate in 
‘one country, two systems’, in which Taiwan would allegedly maintain autonomous political 
and economic systems after acknowledging One China and accepting CCP rule. Following 
Tsai’s landslide reelection in January 2020, Beijing is very likely to ramp up its pressure 
tactics even further in the absence of any acceptable concessions from Tsai to Beijing’s 
vision for cross-Strait relations. And this may be particularly acute in the military dimension. 

Event Details 

In the air domain, beyond the PLAAF bomber flights around the island discussed above 
in Case Study No. 2, another aspect of China’s military coercion against Taiwan includes 
PLAAF fighter jet patrols that routinely approach the cross-Strait median line, which was 
originally drawn by the United States in 1954. Although China officially rejects the median 
                                                
401 Roderick Lee, ‘China’s Air Force Might Be Back in the Nuclear Business’, The Diplomat, September 9, 
2020. 
402 For more on the nature of Chinese threats, see, for example, Derek Grossman, ‘Beijing’s Threats Against 
Taiwan Are Deadly Serious’, Foreign Policy, May 22, 2018. 
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line, the PLA has largely observed this demarcation, which it appears to find useful both 
for the reducing the risks of unintended incidents and as a signalling mechanism—it is a 
boundary PLA aircraft can cross when China wants to send a pointed message to Taiwan. 
Notably, the PLAAF intentionally crossed the median line in 1999 to indicate displeasure 
with Lee Teng-hui’s conceptualisation of cross-Strait relations, but largely avoided such 
crossings afterwards.403 The PLAAF has returned to using this symbolic separation between 
the two sides for signalling purposes in recent years. In a major departure from past practice, 
the PLAAF in March 2019 flew two J-11 fighters over the median line and loitered in 
Taiwan’s airspace for ten minutes, making it clear to Taiwan that its crossing of the median 
line was intentional.404 In 2020, Beijing ratcheted up the pressure by sending H-6 bombers 
and escort aircraft across the median line, with crossings in February and September.405 
Following the crossing in September 2020, a PRC MFA spokesperson underscored China’s 
official position: ‘The Taiwan region is an inalienable part of China’s territory. The so-called 
“median line” is non-existent’.406 Overall in 2020, PRC aircraft reportedly set a record for 
incursions into Taiwanese airspace—more than 380 flights over 91 days (through November 
2020), and the most crossings of the median line since 1990, according to Taiwanese 
figures—reflecting Beijing’s increased pressure.407 

In the maritime domain, the PLAN has sailed its first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, 
through the Strait three times—in 2017, 2018, and 2019. While the timing aligns perfectly 
with Tsai’s entry into office, it is also the case that the Liaoning began exercising only in 
2016, four years after officially entering service. Additionally, the Liaoning is stationed in 
the north, so if the PLAN plans to transit to the south for operational or training reasons, 
geography dictates they either sail through the Taiwan Strait or transit to the east of Taiwan, 
which would take more time and potentially appear to be ‘encircling’ Taiwan. Sailing 
through the Taiwan Strait could simply appear to the PLAN to be the most logical choice 
when transiting south.408 Regardless, China appears to amplify some Liaoning operations 
for deterrent value, and China’s responses to Taiwan Strait transits by the United States 

                                                
403 For an early review of the median line’s importance, see Bonnie Glaser, ‘Military Confidence-Building 
Measures: Averting Accidents and Building Trust in the Taiwan Strait’, American Foreign Policy Interests, 
Vol. 27, 2005, pp. 91–104. 
404 For details on the incident, see, for example, ‘Taiwan Blasts China for ‘Reckless and Provocative’ Fighter 
Jet Incursion’, South China Morning Post, April 1, 2019. 
405 J. Michael Cole, ‘China Ends “Median Line” in the Taiwan Strait: The Start of a Crisis?’, National Interest, 
September 22, 2020; Chen Yun-lu, Miu Tsung-han, and Joseph Yeh, ‘Chinese Military Planes Cross Median 
Line of Taiwan Strait’, Focus Taiwan, February 10, 2020; Brad Lendon, ‘Almost 40 Chinese Warplanes Breach 
Taiwan Strait Median Line: Taiwan President Calls It a “Threat of Force”’, CNN, September 21, 2020. 
406 ‘Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Wang Wenbin’s Regular Press Conference on September 21, 2020’, 
September 21, 2020. 
407 Aaron Tu and William Hetherington, ‘Air Force Costs Up amid Intrusions’, Taipei Times, November 25, 
2020; William Langley, ‘PLA Warplanes Made a Record 380 Incursions into Taiwan’s Airspace in 2020, 
Report Says’, South China Morning Post, January 6, 2021. 
408 The authors would like to thank a reviewer for raising this point about PLAN carrier operations. 
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and other countries indicate that they view them as conveying a message of support for 
Taiwan. This suggests China is aware that a Chinese aircraft carrier transit through the 
Taiwan Strait is something Taiwan and the United States will view as a signal, particularly 
at a time of broader tensions in the cross-Strait relationship and growing friction in  
U.S.-China ties. 

Military exercises near the island are another Chinese deterrence action targeted at 
Taiwan, and the messaging has generally been clear and pointed on this front. The PLA has 
regularly conducted exercises in a high-profile manner, even if it has sometimes exaggerated 
the scale and importance of these exercises for deterrent effect. 

A final point related to China’s military intimidation of Taiwan is that at times Beijing 
has leaked information, apparently intentionally, to deter (coerce) Taiwan. A good example 
of this occurred in January 2020 shortly after Tsai’s landslide reelection. The PLA posted a 
photo on Weibo that showed troops sitting next to a topographical map of southern Taiwan, 
suggesting the actual plan for invasion would involve taking the Penghus first before landing 
in southern Taiwan.409 What is particularly jarring about this photo is that it runs counter to 
the more logical assumption that the PLA would land on Taiwan’s northwest and northern 
areas since these beaches are much closer to and thus more easily accessible from the 
mainland. It is unclear whether this photo was meant to serve as disinformation. This was 
not the first time the PLA had ‘leaked’ preparations for a Taiwan contingency to the media. 
In 2015, CCTV included a video clip of PLA soldiers training to storm a replica of 
Taiwan’s Presidential Palace during a major exercise, Stride 2015 Zhurihe C.410 Similar 
psychological pressure tactics with military application should be expected from the PLA 
in the future. 

Signalling Details 

For the PLAAF’s violation of the median line in March 2019, the PLA made clear that 
it did not respect the division of China and Taiwan, symbolically represented by the line. 
According to a PLA Daily commentary on the incident, the authors noted that ‘both sides of 
the Taiwan Strait belong to one China’ and that the ‘“median line of the Taiwan Strait” is a 
pseudo-proposition’.411 Citing an unnamed analyst, the commentary argues that Beijing took 
this extreme measure to express its dissatisfaction with the combination of two scenarios 
detrimental to One China. The first was ‘when the Taiwan authorities made big moves on 
“Taiwan independence”; another is when other countries took major actions to interfere in 
China’s internal affairs’. The anonymous source concludes, ‘This time, there is no doubt that 

                                                
409 Keoni Everington, ‘Leaked Map Shows China Plans to Invade S. Taiwan After Taking Kinmen and Penghu’, 
Taiwan News, January 20, 2020. 
410 J. Michael Cole, ‘Chinese PLA Simulates “Attack” on Taiwan’s Presidential Office’, The Diplomat, July 22, 
2015. 
411 Cui Mingxuan, Guo Yuandan, and Wu Zhiwei, ‘Both Sides of Taiwan Strait Are Chinese Territories’, China 
Military Online, April 3, 2019. 
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these two situations are combined’. For the PLAAF bomber violation of the median line in 
February 2020, the PLA Eastern TC spokesperson, Senior Colonel Zhang Chunhui, said: 

‘Taiwan independence’ forces ignore the overall national interests and 
continue to step up ‘independence’ efforts, which is against the trend and 
unpopular. The troops of the PLA Eastern Theatre Command will always 
stay on high alert, keep a close watch on the situation, and resolutely perform 
their duties and missions.412 

The PLA’s messaging was amplified by Party-state media. The Global Times opined 
about the 2019 violation that the ‘alleged’ incursion ‘could be a strong response to “Taiwan 
independence” forces and the United States, who increasingly plays the card of the island to 
provoke the mainland’.413 The commentary went on to state that ‘if the US and the island of 
Taiwan upgrade their provocative actions, the mainland’s fly-through could become routine 
and the “middle line” could become history’. The authors also called into question the well-
established median line, quoting alleged Chinese netizens as saying, ‘Middle line? What 
Middle line? We are all in Chinese territory, we come and go as we want’. But perhaps most 
interestingly, the commentary dwelled on Washington being the target of the PLAAF activity, 
rather than Taiwan itself: ‘As a matter of fact, Taiwan is not worth targeting anymore. All of 
our military strength [shown] is used to tell the U.S. to stop where it should stop. The island 
of Taiwan causes trouble because the U.S. supports it. When the U.S. calms down, it will 
calm down’. 

Compared with PLAAF explanations for air patrols near or around Taiwan, the PLAN is 
significantly more circumspect about the message it seeks to convey to Taiwan through 
aircraft carrier transits through the Strait. Few Chinese officials or commentators explicitly 
made the connection between these transits and coercing Taiwan. According to one analyst 
interviewed for a China Daily article, the Liaoning transit in 2017 was simply part of 
‘regular exercises both along the coast and in the western Pacific during this time of year to 
boost capabilities . . . the training is safe and won’t affect security in the region or other 
countries’.414 Another observer agreed, noting that ‘China would take military action . . . 
[only] if the Taiwan authorities were to go against the will of 1.3 billion people and declare 
independence’. But a third analyst interviewed for the article departed from this message, 
arguing that ‘the voyage was a strategic but reserved warning to Tsai, telling her not to push 
her separatist agenda overseas, and to expect to see more PLA training in the future’. The 
Liaoning transit in 2018 resulted in a Global Times commentary originally in Chinese and 
later translated into English by China Military Online. This piece questioned why the transit 
was even news—‘This is too normal. Is it really news?’—to underscore that Beijing believed 

                                                
412 Liu Peijun and Cheng Yongliang, ‘Chinese Military Conducts Joint Air-Sea Drill Near Taiwan Island’, 
China Military Online, February 11, 2020. 
413 Zhang Hui and Liu Xuanzun, ‘U.S. Playing Taiwan Card Risky’, Global Times, April 1, 2019.  
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January 12, 2017. 
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the Strait belonged to it and, besides, the Liaoning was on its way to exercises elsewhere.415 
Another expert, however, argued it should be ‘a shock to the forces of “Taiwan independence”’. 
In 2019, the Liaoning transit resulted in additional subdued messaging, with the PLAN 
spokesman stating that it was ‘not aimed at any specific target and has nothing to do with the 
current situation’.416 

China has been perhaps most up front about its military exercises around Taiwan. After 
PLA drills in 2018, for example, the TAO spokesman, Ma Xiaoguang, said, ‘The recent live-
fire drills carried out by the PLA have sent an explicit and clear message—we aim to pursue 
peaceful reunification with sincerity and great efforts, but we have the resolve, the confidence, 
and the ability to defeat secessionist attempts in any form, to safeguard national sovereignty 
and territorial integrity’.417 Ma went on to say that the drills targeted a ‘Taiwan independence’ 
force. The PRC MND reiterated later that the PLA drills were, in fact, ‘directed at separatist 
elements advocating “Taiwan independence”’.418 In a Global Times piece republished by 
China Military Online in 2018, the author comments on PLA drills near Taiwan at the time. 
He cites an expert who said that ‘military actions . . . are always an option if the island of 
Taiwan continues to “play with fire”’.419 

But not all messages have been so direct and unambiguous. For instance, in the run-up to 
PLA drills in the summer of 2019, an editorial in the Global Times reasoned that the Chinese 
MND statements were unique because phrases such as ‘the drills are not aimed at any specific 
target’ or ‘there is no need for over-interpretation’ were noticeably absent, suggesting Taiwan 
could be the target.420 Another Global Times piece was circumspect as well, noting that while 
the PLA exercises began following a U.S. arms sale to Taiwan, the drills may have been 
scheduled earlier.421  

This is certainly not to say Beijing softened its messaging to Taiwan in 2019. In one 
China Daily article, for example, the author quotes a PLA senior colonel at PLA NDU as 
stating the drills would ‘increase the PLA’s ability to protect national sovereignty, and warn 
those who are trying to undermine it to abandon their illusions . . . similar drills will be more 
common in the future, with increasingly sophisticated equipment and training methods’.422 
The same piece quotes a Chinese think tank analyst making a strong link between PLA 
exercises and impacting events on Taiwan: ‘Recent drills serves to warn the U.S. and 
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separatists in Taiwan not to infringe on China’s core interests by pursuing Taiwan secession’. 
These relatively nonauthoritative messages in PRC media draw greater public attention and 
add colour to the main Chinese signals in the form of the actual deterrence actions and high-
level statements. 

Signalling Explanation 

For at least some of the PLA exercises, the public messaging is calibrated for high impact 
with a political objective. As documented by J. Michael Cole, at least twice since Tsai’s first 
election in 2016 the PLA has exaggerated the scale and importance of military exercises 
targeted at Taiwan, likely for psychological warfare purposes.423 First, in April 2018, Chinese 
high-profile but nonauthoritative commentators ‘turned a relatively small and scheduled 
series of exercises in waters off Quanzhou, Fujian Province, into “the first live-fire exercise 
in the Strait” since the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Missile Crisis’, whereas in reality, ‘claims of 
exercises simulating “long-distance attacks and amphibious landing operations” in April 2018 
were not supported by imagery on the official PLA website’. Similarly, when U.S. Secretary 
for Health and Human Services Alex Azar visited Taiwan in August 2020, the PLA announced 
it had ‘recently’ conducted live exercises in the Strait as a ‘necessary action’ to ‘safeguard 
national sovereignty’.424 This was reported widely by international media.425 However, it 
appears that in reality, ‘no imagery stemming from the August 2020 exercises has surfaced. 
Certainly, no evidence has emerged that supports the notion that the operations were 
“unprecedented” massive military drills in the Taiwan Straits’.426  

For a September 2020 exercise, the PLA did not exaggerate the scale but spun the 
purpose of the exercise. As a senior U.S. Department of State official, Keith Krach, visited 
Taipei that month, the PLA also conducted major exercises.427 However, they were in fact 
part of the PLA’s annual exercise program and thus long planned. As the Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for China specifically explained, while the exercise itself wasn’t a 
surprise, ‘What’s a surprise is the strategic choice that the Chinese have made, which is to 
continue to do these in a manner which is obviously provocative. The region itself feels that 
these are coercive acts that the Chinese undertake that’s probably unnecessary to do so in 
this manner, and that’s why we watch them very closely’.428 
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International Understanding 

Much of China’s signalling towards Taiwan leaves little to interpretation, and Taipei has 
taken these signals very seriously. For example, in response to September 2020 exercises 
targeted at Taiwan, senior Taiwan defence officials provided public briefings on PLA 
activities and criticised them as destabilising.429 Speaking in the language of deterrence, 
Taiwan’s deputy defence ministry said, ‘We once again say, do not underestimate the 
military’s determination to defend our home. We are confident and capable of defending the 
country’.430 The Taiwan military also increased readiness and conducted its own annual 
exercise, Han Kuang; although it should be noted that the Han Kuang exercises are planned 
well in advance and should not be viewed as undertaken in response to Chinese activities, 
Taiwan can of course choose what to publicise about the exercises to send a message to 
China or other audiences.431 Taiwanese analysts also saw PLA flights across the median line 
as a signal to the United States: ‘At the same time, [the PLA’s] denial that there even is a 
median line is a way to air their displeasure over the warming US-Taiwan ties’.432 

The United States also criticised the exercises. DoD said, ‘The PLA activities in question 
are merely the latest in a string of destabilising PLA actions aimed at both Taiwan and the 
broader region intended to intimidate and which increase the risk of miscalculation’. The 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for China also said, ‘Symbolic of the People’s 
Republic of China’s aim to coerce its neighbors and prepare for high-end combat, the PLA 
live-fire drills earlier this week . . . included the provocative firing of ballistic missiles under 
simulated wartime conditions into the South China Sea, but it also included things like 
offensive naval maneuvers in the East China Sea’.433 Needless to say, there was broad and 
common understanding that the exercises were specifically conducted with at least the 
message of deterrence against Taiwan. 

Key Takeaways 

Since Tsai won Taiwan’s presidential election in 2016, Chinese military intimidation has 
ramped up against the island. Beijing has instructed the PLAAF to conduct patrols near and 
around Taiwan as well as across the Strait’s median line. Beijing has further deployed the 
Liaoning aircraft carrier through the Strait in an ambiguous signalling event that was likely 
designed, at least to some extent, to intimidate Taiwan. The PLA has also conducted 
numerous exercises near the Strait, some of which Beijing directly tied to signalling resolve 
towards Taiwan, while others were left unstated. Finally, the PLA’s psychological emphasis 
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is illustrated by at least one recent occasion of leaked information related to Chinese attack 
plans that was probably meant to sow fear and confusion in Taiwan to undermine public 
support for independence (or anything that would elicit a Chinese attack). Taken together, 
these events demonstrate that Beijing has and likely will continue to employ PLAAF, PLAN, 
and other PLA assets as part of its comprehensive strategy—including, in addition to military, 
both diplomatic and economic components of broader Party-state coercion—to convince 
Taiwan that resistance to ‘One China’ is futile. 

China’s day-to-day military deterrence (coercion) of Taiwan reflects the island’s status as 
a core interest of Beijing and thus likely represents the high-water mark for how it would 
approach other countries in peacetime. The PLA’s concept of integrated deterrence is 
reflected in how this military activity fits within the broader CCP coercion, alongside 
economic and diplomatic pressure. This also illustrates the emphasis China places on the 
psychological aspect of deterrence (coercion), evident in its focus on Taiwanese public 
opinion and clear desire to undermine public support for independence. Beijing’s approach 
of a gradual but steady increase in military pressure raises the question of how China will 
continue to find new ways of signalling in the future. 

Table 4.3 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of China’s 
use of military signalling to intimidate Taiwan since 2016.  

Table 4.3. Applying the Framework to Chinese Coercion of Taiwan Since 2016 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 

Intimidation 
of Taiwan 

PLAAF flights around 
Taiwan 

Taiwan’s 
government 
and public 

High-level Party, 
government, military, 
and unofficial sources  

Widely disseminated, 
including social media 

Deterrence 
of U.S. 
support for 
Taiwan 

Aircraft crossing 
Strait centre line; 
military exercises 
PLAN aircraft carrier 
transits through 
Taiwan Strait 
Leaking information 
about military plans 

United States 
U.S. allies and 
partners (Japan, 
Australia, etc.) 

 Part of broader PRC 
approach also featuring 
economic coercion, 
diplomatic isolation, 
social media 
disinformation  

Common Themes and Lessons for Australia 
As the above case studies demonstrate, Beijing is capable of conducting a sophisticated 

and coordinated signalling campaign, tailored to multiple audiences, when it has time to 
prepare and is in the driver’s seat. Officially, Beijing often describes these peacetime 
deterrent actions as ‘normal’ and ‘routine’, but the unofficial messaging through the media 
and selective employment makes clear they are frequently intended as calibrated signals. 
Yet there is a challenge in assuming all of these similar activities are signals, since some of 
the bomber flights and some of the military activities are likely simply necessary training, 
without a specific signalling purpose. 

For Australia, there are several lessons to be learned. Most directly, Canberra has not 
been the target of significant Chinese military deterrence signalling because no issues in the 
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bilateral relationship warrant, from Beijing’s perspective, an escalation to military means. 
Instead, as discussed in Chapter 6, most of Chinese signalling towards Canberra has utilised 
other parts of China’s whole-of-government toolkit, especially economic coercion. While the 
military parades and bombers flights have so far not yet explicitly targeted Australia, it would 
be a simple—if extremely clear and provocative—change for Beijing to employ these as 
signals to Canberra by having PLA commentators or others in Party-state media say these 
capabilities can be used against Australia. 
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5. Recent Chinese Deterrence Signalling: Crisis Case Studies 

This chapter presents our crisis case studies: the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis (which 
serves as a baseline for showing how China’s approach to deterrence signalling in a crisis 
has changed in recent years along with more ambitious goals, growing military capabilities, 
and new communication channels); the China-India (and Bhutan) border dispute in 2017; 
demonstrations in Hong Kong in 2019; and recent tensions on the Korean Peninsula. These 
cases illustrate the application of our framework to China’s approach to signalling as it relates 
to more immediate and pointed instances of deterrence signalling under crisis conditions. 

Emergency Case Study No. 1: 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis 
The Taiwan Strait missile crisis occurred between July 1995 and March 1996, during 

which China conducted a series of military exercises and missile tests near the Taiwan 
Strait aimed at intimidating the island and influencing U.S. policy in the months preceding 
Taiwan’s first democratic presidential election (held on March 23, 1996). American, Chinese, 
and Taiwanese scholars, and former officials who have written about the crisis generally 
agree on China’s overarching objectives throughout the crisis. In brief, they were to 

• coerce the United States into ending its tacit support for Taiwan independence by forcing 
the Clinton administration to reassess its relationship with the Taiwan leadership 

• coerce Taiwan into abandoning its effort to redefine the ‘One China’ policy and 
enhance Taiwan’s status in international politics 

• erode support for President Lee Teng-hui and pro-independence forces in Taiwan.434 

According to declassified U.S. intelligence reports, the decision by Beijing’s leadership to 
use military force to send a message to Taiwan was carefully considered. The DF-15 missile 
tests were selected from a ‘series of options’, and were not the most aggressive choice 
presented by the PLA to the Chinese leadership. The PLA first presented its report to the 
Politburo Standing Committee (PBSC) in mid-June 1995. It was reviewed by a small group 
that included Jiang Zemin, Li Peng, Liu Huaqing, and Zhang Zhen, who then presented the 
options to the Taiwan Affairs Leading Small Group (TALSG). The TALSG then voted to 
stage military exercises against Taiwan, though apparently the decision to undertake the 
missile firing exercises was not unanimously agreed.435  
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Throughout the crisis, China used various channels to signal to Taiwan and the United 
States. These included military exercises and missile tests, diplomatic signalling and 
messaging through informal channels, and use of Chinese Party-state media. 

PLA Missile Tests and Exercises  

On July 18, 1995, China announced a closure area 80 miles northeast of Taiwan where it 
would conduct missile tests, which the PLA code-named ‘Blue Whale 5’.436 From July 21 to 
28, the PLA fired six missiles. The launches were conducted with relatively little warning 
and no direct communication with Washington or Taipei.437 In August, after five days’ 
advance notice, PLA naval vessels and aircraft conducted live-fire tests off the coast of 
Fujian from August 15 to 25. The exercises included maritime offensive and defensive 
manoeuvres, at least 59 naval ships, and 192 air sorties.438 

Beyond the broad goals discussed earlier, the July 21–28 missile firings and August 
exercises pointed to some additional tactical goals for China. Specifically, at this point in the 
crisis China intended to 

• ensure the United States understood the importance of the Taiwan issue to China, and 
seek assurances that the U.S. ‘One China’ policy remained unchanged439 

• pressure the Kuomintang (KMT) party to choose another, less pro-independence–
leaning candidate440 

• erode pro-independence public support in Taiwan.441 

Between September 15 and October 20, the PLA again conducted exercises—this time 
focussed on amphibious landing manoeuvres—in the Yellow Sea. The PLA named these 
exercises ‘Invincible Might’ and they were aimed at demonstrating the PLA’s naval 
prowess.442 Additional military exercises code-named by the PLA as ‘Success’ were 
conducted from October 31 to November 23 and were intended to influence Taiwan’s 
December legislative elections.  
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The exercises were conducted to the south of the Strait and included simulating an 
amphibious landing on Dongshan Island, with two PLAAF divisions, 300 Navy vessels, 
and 17,000 troops.443 Beijing explicitly declared that these exercises were aimed at Taiwan 
and designed to maintain the ‘unity’ of China and to resist the ‘splittist’ activities of pro-
independence forces on Taiwan. They were observed by Jiang Zemin and Liu Huaqing, 
together with six other CMC members, and Chinese authorities released photographs of the 
exercises to Japanese newspapers.444 The PLA also established a ‘Headquarters for 
Operations Targeting Taiwan’ and declared that the Nanjing War Zone was responsible for 
conducting the exercises, suggesting movement to a war footing.445  

On March 5, 1996, Beijing announced that it would begin another round of missile tests 
and exercises between March 8 and March 25, code-named ‘Strait 961’ by the PLA. This was 
the largest of the PLA’s exercises and was a simulation of a contingency scenario for the 
invasion of Taiwan. In fact, the PLA had already been deploying troops to Fujian Province by 
early February.446 This set of exercises occurred in three phases:447 

• Phase I (March 8): The PLA fired three DF-15 SRBMs into two closure areas 
(previously announced by China) less than 50 miles from the ports of Keelung and 
Kaohsiung. Two missiles landed in the northern closure area near Kaohsiung and 
one landed inside the target area near Keelung. A fourth missile was launched on 
March 13.448 

• Phase II (March 12): The PLA practised scenarios related to command of the air 
and sea with live-fire exercises and surface attack activities at the southern end of 
the Taiwan Strait, near Dongshan and Nan’ao Islands. 

• Phase III (March 18–25): These exercises focussed on landing and invasion 
manoeuvres, and were conducted near the city of Pingtan on Haitan Island at the 
northern end of the Strait. Adverse weather limited the exercise to small-scale 
amphibious rehearsals and simulated operations. Troop insertions by helicopters, 
artillery firing, flights by IL-76 transport aircraft, and amphibious assault drills also 
occurred, though on a smaller scale than originally intended due to bad weather. 
According to intelligence reporting, the PLA marshalled approximately 150,000 
troops and 300 aircraft and navy vessels, though not all of these assets wound up 
participating in the exercise.449 The PLA finished its military exercises and stood 
down after Taiwan’s presidential election on March 23. 
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China’s final set of exercises were clearly meant to further intimidate Taiwan and send a 
message to the U.S. and Taiwanese political leadership that independence would not be 
tolerated. Beijing’s objectives for the final month of the crisis included 

• influencing the presidential election in Taiwan and its aftermath; specifically, China’s 
efforts aimed to frighten pro-independence forces and to force Lee to be more 
circumspect in his behaviour after the election 

• coercing Washington into a public stance against Taiwan independence 
• providing the PLA with an opportunity to train in a realistic environment, demonstrate 

the PLA’s blockading capability, and test its joint operations abilities. 

Two points are worth mentioning here. First, Beijing was fully aware that the missile 
exercises could have a counterproductive effect and actually bolster support for Lee, but that 
‘there was too much at stake not to take a strong stand’.450 An interview with a Chinese 
Academy of Social Science (CASS) researcher emphasised that Chinese leaders believed 
‘that they had no other choice’.451 This illustrates the domestic origins of some Chinese 
deterrence (coercion) episodes. Second, while political tension determined the timing and 
location of Strait 961, it is likely that China would have conducted some type of large-scale, 
tri-service exercise in the first half of 1996 to evaluate the PLA’s capability to operate in a 
joint environment.452 This illustrates the dual-use nature of some PLA military exercises, as 
discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Diplomatic Signalling 

China’s coercive actions did not occur in a vacuum: diplomatic signalling on all sides was 
also taking place. Early in the crisis (June to July 1995), China cancelled a planned visit to 
the United States by Defence Minister Chi Haotian and State Counsellor Li Huixian, and 
recalled Li Daoyu, its ambassador to the United States. Beijing also cut short a visit by the 
PLAAF chief of staff, detained U.S. citizen and human rights activist Harry Wu, reopened 
factories that produced pirated CDs, and conducted other actions intended to convey its 
annoyance at the United States.453  

China did not completely shut down bilateral talks with the United States. Beijing still 
allowed Peter Tarnoff, Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs, to visit China to meet 
with Chinese leaders in early August. Secretary of State Warren Christopher met with 
Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen in Brunei in late August for a high-level summit. At 
that meeting, Christopher gave Qian a letter reaffirming the U.S. stance on the One China 
policy and reiterating that there was no change to U.S. policy on Taiwan. Christopher refused 
Chinese requests for a ‘fourth Communiqué’, stating that there was no need as there had been 
no change to U.S. China policy. Christopher reassured Qian that future visas to Taiwan 
officials would be reviewed on a ‘case by case basis’ and would be ‘unofficial, private, and 
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rare’.454 In a move designed to appease the United States, Beijing also released and expelled 
Harry Wu from China in late August, after sentencing him to 15 years in prison.455 

In October 1995, Jiang Zemin and President Clinton conducted a working summit in 
New York in lieu of the official visit to Washington that the Chinese side had wanted. In 
early March, immediately before the PLA’s March 8 exercises, Vice Foreign Minister Liu 
Huaqiu was invited to Washington to discuss U.S.-China relations, including the tensions 
over Taiwan. Over dinner, Secretary Perry warned that any military action against Taiwan 
would have ‘grave consequences’. Liu assured U.S. leaders that China had no intention 
of using force against Taiwan.456 However, by this point, discussions were heated and  
U.S. officials were unsure whether to believe Liu’s message.457 

During this middle part of the crisis China pursued a ‘dual track’ approach, using 
diplomacy to reassure Washington that Beijing still wanted a cooperative relationship while 
engaging in large-scale military exercises to coerce Taiwan. China’s goals for this time 
period can be summarised as 

• reassuring the United States by making concessions on some issues it cared about, 
such as suspending nuclear assistance to Iran, and probing Washington’s intentions 
on Taiwan458 

• signalling to Washington that Beijing wanted specific assurances on the Taiwan issue 
(e.g., a public statement of no support for Taiwan independence, no more visas issued 
to senior Taiwan officials)459 

• intimidating pro-independence forces in Taiwan and influencing Taiwan’s December 
1995 legislative elections.460  

Media Signalling Efforts 

During the cross-Strait missile crisis, Beijing was clear in its use of Party-state media 
that it was unhappy with U.S. decisionmaking in regard to Lee Teng-hui’s visit to Cornell 
University. In China’s Forbearance Has Limits, Godwin and Miller provide an authoritative 
examination of Chinese signalling in various circumstances, to include during the cross-Strait 
missile crisis.461 In this event, they found several Chinese state-run media commentaries of 
particular interest. Starting on May 26, 1995, they note that a People’s Daily article titled 
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‘A Serious and Dangerous Retrogression’ warned that China ‘absolutely would not tolerate’ 
violation of its sovereignty. In what Godwin and Miller characterise as a ‘nonauthoritative 
editorial’, Beijing in Ta Kung Pao (unofficial CCP newspaper in Hong Kong) implored 
Washington ‘not to turn a deaf ear’ and ‘miscalculate’ in the Strait as Beijing would have to 
‘react further’.  

Godwin and Miller also identified several other important deterrence messages conveyed 
via state-run media as events continued to unfold in the Strait. For instance, on June 8, 1995, 
Xinhua published an article stating Beijing would ‘adopt all necessary measures’ to defend 
sovereignty. The next day, on June 9, 1995, People’s Daily noted that Washington had 
‘brought serious consequences’ to relations and will ‘pay a price’. And then the next day, on 
June 10, 1995, another People’s Daily article was headlined ‘U.S. Is Playing with Fire’ and 
warned that the Taiwan issue is a ‘powder keg’— ‘be careful!’ Finally, on June 17, 1995, 
Xinhua ran a commentary that argued U.S.-China relations were ‘at a crossroad’ and ‘we 
will wait and see’ which way the United States wants to go. 

Key Takeaways 

This episode represents almost the full suite of Chinese signalling tools and sets the 
benchmark against which to measure all future signalling. China used all the signalling 
tools at its disposal at the time: exercises, missile tests, diplomatic (formal and informal), 
and media strategies. The pattern consisted of threats such as missile tests and exercises, 
retaliatory statements via the media, and diplomatic channels to reinforce escalation control 
and deterrence. PLA and non-PLA channels were coordinated, and perhaps integrated, to 
signal and deter Taiwan election results and keep the United States from interfering. The 
signalling efforts throughout the crisis sent the diplomatic message that China did not want to 
use force but would use force if necessary, as communicated through its conducting exercises 
and testing missiles. 

Table 5.1 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of China’s 
use of military signalling during the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis. 

Table 5.1. Applying the Framework to the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 

Coerce political leaders 
and public in Taiwan 
ahead of first democratic 
presidential election 

Multiple, large-
scale military 
exercises 

Political leaders, 
military, and 
general public in 
Taiwan 

Party, government, 
military 

Widely disseminated 
official media push  

Deter U.S. support for 
Taiwan or intervention 
on behalf of Taiwan 

Missile launches 
near Taiwan 

U.S. government Clear, high-profile 
statements 

Private intermediaries 

Emergency Case Study No. 2: 2017 Doklam Crisis with India 
In 2017, China squared off with India (and Bhutan) over a territorial dispute, known as 

the Line of Actual Control (LAC), that had simmered for decades, this time at Doklam. This 
case study examines China’s use of deterrence signalling on a rival that Beijing considers to 
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be a growing geostrategic competitor but an inferior military adversary.462 It is also noteworthy 
as a case where the primary conflict is a territorial dispute. The Doklam case also represents a 
recent example of China’s approach to immediate deterrence in a crisis situation, as opposed 
to the activities China routinely conducts in peacetime for general deterrence purposes. This 
case study does not cover the most recent China-India border crisis in 2020 in eastern Ladakh, 
but provides some relevant examples drawn from 2020 within this 2017 case study.463 

Event Details 

Doklam lies at a junction between China, the northeastern Indian state of Sikkim, and 
the Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan. It is disputed between China and Bhutan, with India 
supporting Bhutan’s claim. The crisis occurred June–August 2017 when Indian soldiers 
deployed to prevent the PLA from building a road into territory claimed by Bhutan. On 
August 28, after a two-month standoff, China and India announced they had reached an 
agreement, with India disengaging its troops first and China withdrawing its military forces 
in response. Since the crisis, however, China has continued to deploy troops and build new 
infrastructure in the area, unobstructed by India or Bhutan.464 India has also continued to 
improve its border infrastructure and capabilities. 

Signalling Details 

China used a variety of deterrence signalling mechanisms during the Doklam crisis, 
including use of media, military exercises and demonstrations of capabilities, and economic 
measures. 

Military Exercises 

Chinese news outlets and official press briefings also publicised PLA activities and 
exercises, reporting on the PLA conducting live-fire exercises near the area of the dispute and 
the PLA’s preparations to ‘defend’ every inch of Chinese sovereignty, and that it was ‘easier 
to move a mountain than the PLA’.465 For example, a PLA senior colonel with the Chinese 
MND stated, ‘We will preserve our sovereign territory and security interests at any cost’, 
and that the PLA would ‘further intensify targeted operations and trainings’ around the Doklam 
area.466 China Daily published an article detailing PLA mobilisation for the exercises, stating 
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that the ‘PLA brigade mobilized all of its members and equipment and took six hours to 
transport them from the barracks to the drill zone at an altitude of 5,000 meters on the 
plateau’.467 CCTV and its overseas media channel, CGTN, covered PLA live-fire exercises 
on the Tibetan plateau. The video clips showed PLA infantry armed with assault rifles, 
machine guns, and rocket launchers advancing across open terrain under covering fire 
provided by PLA, mortars, rocket artillery, and towed and self-propelled 155-millimeter 
howitzers. It also showed antitank missiles being used to strike bunkers and twin-barrel 
antiaircraft guns for air defence.468 These articles and video clips were likely meant to send a 
strong signal to the Indian leadership and the military that the PLA was ready and deploying 
to the region should the conflict escalate. 

However, there also appears to have been an aspect of deception to this signalling. As an 
Indian academic noted, ‘In mid-July, the Chinese state broadcaster CCTV telecast a video of 
live-fire military exercises in Tibet by a mountain brigade deployed against India. It later 
came to light that this was a routine annual drill conducted in early June before the crisis 
began. Shortly after the CCTV report, the Chinese military’s official newspaper, PLA Daily, 
said tens of thousands of tons of military hardware had been moved to Tibet in response to 
the troop standoff. This report too turned out to be part of China’s psywar, with Indian 
intelligence still finding no evidence of a Chinese military buildup in Tibet’.469 

Media 

The PRC media, including print, television, and social media elevated its rhetoric during 
the crisis to demand Indian capitulation. Media outlets meant to reach a broad international 
audience, such as the People’s Daily, Xinhua, China Military Online, and the Global Times, 
published nearly daily warnings about not underestimating Chinese resolve and the Chinese 
people’s determination to protect their sovereignty just because Beijing has restrained itself 
so far.470 The messages were fairly consistent across outlets, but some were more aggressive 
than others, reflecting the different goals of the media outlets. For example, People’s Daily, 
following China’s traditional deterrence script, published an op-ed that warned India not to 
‘play with fire’ lest it ‘get burned’.471 One Global Times article, leveraging its unofficial and 
nationalistic tone as a cover for clarity, stated that ‘China is trying its best to use historical 
lessons to reason with India and show sincerity in peacefully solving the problem, but if 
India refuses to listen, then China would have no other choice than to use a military way of 
solving the problem’.472  
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The messages from these media outlets coincided with warnings to the Indian 
government by the Chinese MFA at official press conferences that were televised and 
published in the media. For example, at a press conference during the crisis, the MFA 
cautioned the Indian government not to be driven by nationalism and arrogance, to avoid 
miscalculation and repeating the mistakes of the 1962 war.473  

Undermining enemy leadership, the Global Times also attacked Prime Minister Modi, 
stating that his ‘Hindu nationalism could trigger another war’, suggesting attempts to 
undermine Modi’s popularity in India.474 

In addition to warnings directed at India, Chinese news outlets also published distorted 
reports (disinformation) about the standoff that attempted to bolster China’s territorial claims. 
For example, People’s Daily published an article based on a report in the Indian media citing 
a Chinese official who said that a Bhutanese official considered Doklam to be Chinese territory. 
However, the article neglected to state that the source of the statement was a Chinese official, 
making it sound like Bhutan supported China’s claim.475 Meanwhile, Global Times appeared 
to aim to incite anti-Indian sentiment in China’s population. On August 9, after an earthquake 
struck China’s southwest, Global Times published an article claiming that ‘some Indian 
netizens said God sent earthquake to publish China’ by quoting several posts on Twitter.476 
The veracity of the Twitter accounts was never independently verified. Some social media 
platforms were similarly used to incite the Chinese public’s nationalism: Xinhua’s Weibo 
account published an article to ‘educate’ its readers titled, ‘India Illegally Crosses the Border 
and Engages in Sophistry. These Are the Real Facts and Crucial Points to Know’. The 
article claimed that the Chinese MFA had decided to tell the ‘truth’ about Indian incursion 
in Chinese territory, which focussed on how the Indian military had violated the law.477 

Nonmilitary Actions 

Beyond military and media signalling, Beijing also employed a whole-of-government 
integrated deterrence approach to the crisis through economic reprisals and incentives to 
deter India. For example, during the incident China disregarded a water-use agreement with 
India that provided critical flood control information, which would have had disastrous 
economic and humanitarian impact should the lack of information lead to widespread 
flooding.478 Furthermore, during the standoff China reportedly offered financial inducements 
in the form of loans (presumably from a state-owned bank) to cleave Bhutan away from its 
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traditional relationship with India, including a US$10 billion assistance package of grants, 
direct investment, and low-interest loans.479 These economic incentives served to convey to 
Bhutan China’s economic strength and commitment to a partnership, while undermining 
India’s regional influence. 

Signalling Explanation 

The PLA exercises on the Tibetan Plateau were a demonstration of its capabilities, 
mobilisation, and readiness, and they were meant to show China’s military superiority, 
weaken the Indian military’s morale, and deter India’s further aggression.480 According to 
the PLA, the drill intended to improve the troops’ combat capabilities and involved the 
assault on enemy positions and the destruction of stationary targets such as bunkers. ‘The 
exercise effectively tested the brigade’s joint strike capability on plateaus’, a China Daily 
article stated.481 It should be noted that the exercise involved PLA ground forces, but there 
were no reports of the PLAAF or other services being involved. This could mean that the 
PLA wanted to keep the exercise limited for signalling purposes by solely deploying ground 
forces. Beyond these publicised exercises, the PLA deployed troops to the border to provide 
visible presence during the crisis.482 Although after the crisis the PLA withdrew most of its 
troops from the direct location of the standoff, it has continued to station hundreds of troops 
nearby, build infrastructure, and conduct visible PLA patrols along the border.483 

Although Chinese literature does not specifically state what Beijing’s objectives were 
for deterrence signalling at Doklam, we can extrapolate several likely objectives given the 
signalling mechanisms Beijing used and the messages it sent during the crisis.484 These include 

• Maintaining or expanding regional influence. China used deterrence signalling 
through media messaging and economic incentives to Bhutan to support the narrative 
of the PRC as a strong power with growing influence in South Asia.485  
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• Countering Indian perceptions that it is at military parity with China and deterring 
further military actions. During the Doklam crisis the PRC media consistently 
brought up ‘memories’ of the 1962 war as a reminder to the Indian public and 
leadership of the PLA’s military superiority back then while emphasising that it is 
even stronger now, with pleas for India to ‘give up the delusion of military strength’.486 
Publicising the PLA’s readiness and capabilities reinforced this narrative while 
aiming to deter India from further military actions. During the 2020 border crisis, 
Global Times editor-in-chief Hu Xijin made this clear on Twitter, writing, ‘The PLA 
released latest video of joint land-air drill in Tibet region. Of course its target audience 
is Indian troops and politicians. I want to tell nationalists in India: Please calm down. 
Indian military is truly no match for PLA. Don’t force your soldiers to be conceited’.487 

• Supporting the rationale for Chinese/PLA presence at the border. China’s deterrence 
signalling during and after the crisis underscored Beijing’s rationale for the build-up 
of Chinese presence along the border.488 PRC media messaging supported the narrative 
of China’s territorial claims and security concerns, justifying continued PLA presence 
along the border. This signalling dovetailed with Chinese efforts to build infrastructure 
to support a more entrenched military presence in the area.489 

Beyond these objectives, China’s deterrence signalling efforts appeared to be aimed at 
influencing at least five target audiences: 

• The Indian leadership: China primarily targeted Prime Minister Modi, by seeking to 
undermine Modi’s domestic support for his China policy and sow doubt in the region 
about the Indian leadership’s motives. 

• The Indian military: China’s signalling efforts targeted the Indian military to erode 
morale and confidence in India’s ability to win a conflict against the PLA and deter 
further aggression. 

• The Indian public: China attempted to undermine Modi’s credibility with the domestic 
populace and erode domestic support for a conflict. 

• The Bhutanese leadership: Signalling efforts aimed at Bhutan sought to convince the 
Bhutanese leadership to reject India’s support and choose China as a future partner. 

• Other regional nations: China’s deterrence signalling also targeted regional nations in 
the Indo-Pacific to influence those nations to view China as a strong regional power 
able to deter an aggressor over a territorial dispute. 

International Understanding 

With Party-state media amplifying reporting on PLA exercises, the exercises were the 
biggest focus for foreign analysts. One analyst described them as ‘aggressive signals of 
resolve’.490 More broadly, another analyst argued that the crisis reflected Beijing’s whole-of-
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government approach, writing, ‘Chinese actions during this standoff showed that it was 
willing to use a number of instruments—diplomatic, military, economic, legal, infrastructure, 
communications—in its toolbox to pressure India’.491 The United States did not comment 
much on the crisis but tacitly supported India’s position from a distance, likely with New 
Delhi’s approval.492 Post-crisis analysis by Western experts suggested that domestic events 
important to Xi Jinping—namely the upcoming Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 
Africa (BRICS) Summit that was held in September 2017 and the 19th Party Congress in 
October—incentivised Beijing to find a quick solution.493 

Key Takeaways 

This case study illustrates that China used a combination of traditional and social media, 
military exercises, and economic measures to bolster its territorial claims, punish adversaries, 
deter military action, and influence specific target audiences. Official media messaging 
outlets such as People’s Daily and Xinhua focussed on disseminating the Party’s official 
warnings to the Indian government and military, while semiofficial outlets such as the Global 
Times and social media platforms were more inflammatory in their messaging and also 
focussed on stories meant to increase nationalism and support for China’s position among the 
Chinese public. Beijing also combined historical analogies and examples (e.g., the 1962 war) 
along with demonstrations of current military capabilities to show willpower, commitment, 
and capability to defeat India and defend China’s territory. It is likely that China would take a 
similar multilayered approach to conduct deterrence signalling in future border crises with India. 

Another takeaway is that although the Doklam crisis occurred during a time of intensifying 
geostrategic rivalry between China and India, China’s signalling efforts remained narrowly 
focussed on the crisis as a bilateral issue (or trilateral, including Bhutan) and were generally 
not aimed at other countries, such as the United States. China might have wanted to keep the 
crisis contained or it could be that Beijing simply was not worried about U.S. intervention. 
Either way, it demonstrates how China can tailor deterrence messaging when it wishes to 
influence specific audiences and outcomes. 

Finally, it is worth noting that China did not use all the deterrence signalling mechanisms 
at its disposal during the Doklam crisis. The PLA’s exercises in the Tibetan Plateau were 
limited to the ground forces and did not include all the military services, potentially 
demonstrating that China wanted a show of force that was significant enough to send the 
message of PLA readiness and combat capabilities to India, but limited in scope to prevent 
further escalation. Though the PLA stationed troops along the border during the crisis, it 
could have conducted incursions across the border to demonstrate China’s willingness to 
pursue its claims and military readiness, as has happened at Ladakh and other areas along the 
China-India LAC. Beijing might also have considered sending the PAP to conduct incursions 
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Tanvi Madan, ‘The US and Doklam: Look Beyond Rhetoric’, Brookings Institution, September 26, 2017. 
493 Jeffrey Gettleman, ‘China and India Agree to Ease Tensions in Border Dispute’, New York Times, 
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and patrols rather than the PLA. China has used similar ‘grey zone’ tactics with its quasi-
military maritime militia and coast guard in the South China Sea. China likely did not pursue 
additional signalling mechanisms for several reasons, including that Xi Jinping was focussed 
on domestic priorities (the BRICS Summit and the 19th Party Congress) and did not want to 
escalate the situation. Likewise, China may have felt that overt PLA border incursions would 
inflame the situation and hinder a negotiated deescalation. It is possible, however, that had 
the standoff gone on longer the PLA would have staged further military exercises involving 
other services such as the PLAAF to signal a larger show of strength. 

Table 5.2 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of China’s 
use of military signalling during the China-India border crisis.  

Table 5.2. Applying the Framework to the 2017 China-India Border Crisis 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 

Crisis situation 
requiring immediate 
deterrence or coercion 

Limited ground 
force mobilisation 
and exercises 

India Party, government, military, 
and unofficial sources 

Relatively narrowly 
disseminated 

Reinforce Chinese 
nationalism 

 Chinese 
public 

Compared with other cases, 
not high-level participation  

 

Emergency Case Study No. 3: 2019 Hong Kong Democracy Protests 
Beijing’s response to the 2019 Hong Kong democracy protests, the largest and most 

significant opposition to CCP rule on Chinese territory since the Tiananmen Square protests 
in 1989, reflects how the Party leverages the PLA on extremely rare occasions for domestic 
stability missions, and illustrates how the Party messages this externally. Although this case 
differs from the others in important respects, most notably due to its focus on an instance of 
domestic repression, there is an external signalling element to it that is worth examining and 
that is amenable to application of the deterrence signalling framework presented earlier in the 
report. This is in large part due to Chinese leaders reportedly viewing the protests as being 
orchestrated and supported by the United States, Taiwan, and other democracies as a means 
of fomenting unrest and undermining the Communist Party.494 Consequently, Chinese signals 
about possible use of force could be interpreted as aimed not only at intimidating people in 
Hong Kong, but also as having an international messaging element aimed at deterring what 
China considered to be foreign interference or meddling.495 

                                                
494 See, for example, Steven Lee Myers, ‘In Hong Kong Protests, China Angrily Connects Dots Back to US’, 
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495 While it is tempting to dismiss such accusations as propaganda or conspiracy theories, we proceed under the 
assumption that Chinese leaders might believe them to be true, and if so, could be expected to act in accordance 
with the characterisation of the protests conveyed by the Party’s propaganda apparatus. 
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Event Details 

A draft extradition law introduced by Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam and her 
government in early 2019 sparked months-long protests and violence throughout the city 
that ultimately called into question the credibility of China’s ‘one country, two systems’ 
arrangement with Hong Kong. Since the United Kingdom returned Hong Kong, a formerly 
colonised territory, to China in 1997, Beijing has promised to rule under ‘one country, two 
systems’ to allow Hong Kong to retain its political and economic systems in exchange for 
recognition of only ‘One China’. But because Lam initially refused to withdraw the draft 
extradition law, which opened the door to extraditing Hong Kong citizens to the mainland to 
face punishment for political opposition to the central government, protesters concluded that 
‘one country, two systems’ was no longer being carried out faithfully by the Beijing-backed 
Lam government. 

By September 2019, Lam had decided to permanently withdraw the controversial draft 
extradition bill, but she refused to acquiesce to the protesters’ four remaining demands.496 
These included a full and independent inquiry into allegations of police brutality, unconditional 
release of imprisoned protesters, genuine universal suffrage, and Lam’s own resignation. In 
addition, Lam showed unwavering support to a police force that resorted to increasingly 
aggressive measures.497 Meanwhile, on the protester side, a small but growing minority of 
activists decided to break with using purely peaceful means to express their dissatisfaction. 
For example, students in November 2019 barricaded themselves at Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University and hurled petrol bombs and shot arrows at police. Protesters also vandalised 
numerous stores and burned down subway entrances around the city.498  

Meanwhile, Xi Jinping in November 2019 met with Lam to signal Beijing’s support of 
her as chief executive and her government’s response.499 This essentially eliminated the 
possibility that Lam would resign—one of the protesters’ four remaining demands. Moreover, 
Beijing quietly doubled the number of military personnel at its Hong Kong garrison and 
broadcasted antiterrorism and antiriot training by security personnel across the way in 
Shenzhen.500 China resisted the temptation to deploy troops to crush ongoing political 
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protests in Hong Kong, and instead adopted a mix of subtle and deliberate military signals 
to convey Beijing’s strength and willingness to intervene if required. Significantly, 
Beijing also occasionally engaged in reassurance efforts aimed at Hong Kongers to 
signal that China’s position of deferring to local authorities to handle the unrest remains 
unchanged.  

Signalling Details 

Beijing further instructed the PLA at times to engage in subtle signalling in response to 
the Hong Kong crisis. For example, Chinese troops in November 2019 were authorised to 
exit the Hong Kong garrison in plain clothes to assist in efforts to clean up and remove debris 
near Hong Kong Baptist University. By ordering the troops not to dress in their uniforms, 
Beijing likely sought to avoid escalating Hong Kong concerns of PLA intervention, while 
also conveying the message that China can authorise its troops to roam the streets of Hong 
Kong without invitation from the local government. In one article from China Daily, Beijing 
argued that ‘there are no clauses or articles in the Basic Law or the Garrison Law that state 
PLA officers are forbidden from volunteering in charitable activities that benefit the city’.501 
Indeed, according to Beijing, PLA troops were acting in the ‘public interest’.502 To support 
Beijing’s argument, multiple Chinese articles referenced the fact that PLA participation in 
past disaster relief operations was not without precedent. For example, PLA officers in 
October 2018 assisted in the clean-up efforts following Typhoon Mangkhut, and troops 
have participated in tree-planting, blood donations, and visits to local elderly homes and 
kindergartens to contribute positively to Hong Kong society.503 Nevertheless, Beijing 
simultaneously reiterated that the primary concern for the PLA in Hong Kong was to 
‘safeguard national sovereignty, security and development interests, and maintain Hong 
Kong’s long-term prosperity and stability’.504 A contemporaneous Global Times article 
hammered home this message, highlighting Chinese netizen views of the PLA in Hong Kong, 
with one saying, ‘It’s been 22 years. Thank you PLA Hong Kong garrison, for safeguarding 
Hong Kong’.505 
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Beijing complemented subtle messages with clearer messages that demonstrated Chinese 
military strength and willingness to intervene in Hong Kong if deemed necessary by the 
central government. One example can be found in an article posted on China Daily, which 
reads, in part: 

If the already ugly situation [in Hong Kong] worsens, with the violence 
and unrest threatening to spiral out of control under the orchestration of 
secessionist-minded troublemakers, the armed forces stationed in the SAR 
[Special Administrative Region] will have no reason to sit on their hands. 
The PLA garrison in Hong Kong is not merely a symbol of Chinese 
sovereignty over the city. The troops there are duty-bound to maintain 
public order and protect the country if required to do so.506 

By noting that the PLA ‘will have no reason to sit on their hands’, Beijing was suggesting 
that military action should not be viewed as impossible, especially if the security situation in 
Hong Kong were to worsen. In a related vein, Global Times in August 2019 published a 
commentary arguing that PLA intervention in the city would not necessarily violate the Basic 
Law and ‘one country, two systems’ framework.507  

Separately, the PLA released several propaganda videos. For example, in late July 2019, 
the PLA garrison’s official Weibo account released a short propaganda video (approximately 
three minutes long) that showed troops, in part, conducting antiriot exercises and arresting 
protesters. During the video, the PLA issued messages including ‘All consequences are at 
your own risk’ (which, significantly, was said in Cantonese—the language spoken in Hong 
Kong); ‘Warning. Stop charging or we use force’; and violence is ‘absolutely impermissible’.508 
It also includes English subtitles—uncommon in PLA propaganda videos, underscoring that 
the intended audience is not just Hong Kong but the West as well. The video ends with the 
PLA taking mock protesters into custody. Within the same time frame of the first video’s 
release, the PLA garrison released a second, longer propaganda video (approximately 
11 minutes long) with similar themes that was shown at an event hosted by the garrison.509 
At the event, Major General Chen Daoxiang described the situation in Hong Kong as 
‘absolutely intolerable’, suggesting the PLA could rectify it if needed. In January 2020, the 
PLA garrison in Hong Kong released a third propaganda video that also, in part, showed 
troop training that could be applied towards antiriot operations.510  

The PLA garrison also participated in at least three distinct exercises since the beginning 
of unrest in Hong Kong. In late June 2019, the garrison conducted joint patrol exercises 
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featuring both ground, naval, and air forces, according to a Global Times article that cited the 
original PLA Daily report on the event.511 The PLA Daily article noted: 

On June 26, the army, navy and air force of the PLA garrison in Hong Kong 
took part in a joint naval and air patrol exercise in areas near Hong Kong. . . .  
The focus [of the exercise] was on reviewing and raising the units’ combat 
abilities in emergency dispatches, ad hoc deployment and joint operations.512 

In December 2019, the PLA garrison conducted another two exercises. The first involved 
garrison participation in South China Sea live-fire exercises. Unfortunately, few details on 
this exercise exist, but it appears that a naval battalion from the garrison met up with the 
PLAN warship Qinzhou, a type 056 corvette, to practice operations that included missile 
jamming and firing at fixed targets.513 And the second exercise that month came just a few 
days later and featured air, ground, and naval training in Hong Kong’s harbor. China’s 
official CCTV offered the following details on the exercise:  

The patrol was a joint operation between the ground force, navy and air force 
focusing on emergency action, troop movements, joint operations and 
simulated confrontations in accordance with a coherent strategy for actual 
combat.514 

According to the PLA deputy commander Ye Weibang of the Qinzhou, which was also 
involved in the exercise, ‘compared with previous drills, this one was more challenging 
because it was longer and involved more troops, and it was closer to being like an actual 
combat situation’.515 This comment seems to contradict the PLA garrison’s official 
characterisation of the exercise as being ‘routine’. Either way, all three exercises 
uncoincidentally occurred during heightened Hong Kong unrest, and thus were designed 
to signal the PLA’s readiness to intervene if called upon by Beijing. 

Outside of the PLA Hong Kong Garrison activities, Beijing in late August 2019 also 
released a propaganda video showing PAP forces conducting antiriot and exercises in 
neighbouring Shenzhen.516 Chinese commentary in the Global Times directly linked the 
exercises to then-ongoing protests in Hong Kong, with an emphasis on the high competence 
of the PAP to handle the crisis: ‘Within a few seconds, the officers held the situation under 
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control, and rioters began retreating. Some rioters threw petrol bombs, but the officers 
effectively extinguished them’.517 

Finally, during a time of heightened unrest, Beijing in August 2019 issued apparent 
statements of reassurance to the Hong Kong people on PLA troop rotations into and out of 
the military’s Hong Kong–based garrison. According to an article in Xinhua, the 22nd such 
rotation that month was to be considered a ‘normal routine annual rotation in line with 
the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Garrisoning in the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region’.518 Beijing’s emphasis on the activity being ‘routine’ is notable as it 
could have easily described the troop movements as related to preparations for the worsening 
security environment in Hong Kong. A longer companion piece published in Xinhua on the 
same day noted that the PLA was confident it could accomplish an intervention mission at 
current troop levels if called upon, once again suggesting there was no need to increase the 
number of troops stationed in Hong Kong.519 

Signalling Explanation 

Beijing almost certainly sought to convey that the June exercises were designed to handle 
ongoing protests in Hong Kong by using the term ‘emergency dispatches’. What is notable in 
this case, however, is that the PLA did not publicise the exercise until the day after protesters 
broke into Hong Kong’s Legislative Council and defaced the chamber. All told, Beijing waited 
six days before publishing the PLA Daily article, for reasons that remain unclear. 

International Understanding 

With the world watching, analysts were focussed on China’s signalling and understood 
Beijing was at least suggesting it was preparing to send the PLA into Hong Kong. However, 
foreign analysts were generally sceptical that the Chinese leadership would actually send in 
the PLA on a large scale. As Bonnie Glaser explained, ‘If the Chinese Communist Party 
deems that its immediate national interests require intervening to snuff out opposition that 
they view as threatening stability on the Chinese mainland, it can’t be ruled out’, but at a 
cost: ‘It would damage China’s economic interests, harm its global reputation, and destroy 
any possibility of unification with Taiwan for the foreseeable future’.520 Similarly, a U.S. 
official said, ‘If they got to the point where the PLA had to intervene in Hong Kong, it would 
be a significant admission that they’ve lost control’.521 Nevertheless, the U.S. government 
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indicated it understood the signal of the build-up across the border in Shenzhen when it said 
in late July that it was monitoring the situation.522 

Key Takeaways 

Throughout the Hong Kong protests in 2019, Beijing attempted to issue both subtle and 
deliberate signals meant to dissuade protesters from continuing their activities. China also 
supplemented these messages with ones of reassurance to ease concerns that the PLA was 
readying to intervene in the crisis. This targeted messaging for tailored deterrence against the 
Hong Kong public reflects the psychological and coercive views of deterrence for China. It is 
likely Beijing hoped the combination of differing messages would return Hong Kong to status 
quo ante. China’s apparent belief that hostile foreign forces were involved in organising or 
supporting the protests, even if it was incorrect, might also suggest that Beijing intended the 
signalling to deter the United States and other democracies from any further ‘interference’ in 
Hong Kong.  

Table 5.3 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of China’s 
response to the Hong Kong protests in 2019.  

Table 5.3. Applying the Framework to China’s Response to the 2019 Hong Kong Protests 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 
Escalating protests in Hong 
Kong, which Party leaders 
reportedly believed were 
supported by foreign 
governments 

Troop movements 
and presence 

Military training 
activities 

Hong Kong 
residents 
United States 
Taiwan 
Other 
democracies 

Party, government, 
military, and unofficial 
sources 

Widely 
disseminated, 
including 
social media 

Emergency Case Study No. 4: Korean Peninsula Tensions 
Chinese strategists often describe China as living in a dangerous neighbourhood, with 

four nuclear powers and several simmering conflicts on its border. Yet North Korea is clearly 
the neighbour that Beijing worries about the most—in part because it is the one potential 
conflict zone that might erupt on China’s doorstep outside of Beijing’s control. By contrast, 
Beijing is largely in the driver’s seat for its other tricky regional relationships—Japan, 
Taiwan, the Philippines, Vietnam, and India are not looking to start a war with China, and 
would generally be happy to improve relations with Beijing if only it would stop coercing 
them over territorial disputes. 
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North Korea’s status as a potential conflict that is outside China’s direct control—but 
would significantly impact China’s own national security—provides another lens to 
understand how Beijing conducts deterrence signalling for third-party disputes. China’s 
actual tangible interests in a Korea contingency—preserving the Democratic People's 
Republic of Korea (DPRK) state as a buffer against the U.S.-ROK alliance, avoiding a war 
on its border, avoiding a rush of refugees coming into China, and avoiding loose weapon 
of mass destruction (WMD) materials—have generally remained constant over the last 
20 years.523 Beijing’s approach to achieving these interests, however, has changed as the PLA 
has transitioned towards planning for intervention inside North Korea to secure Chinese 
interests (especially for WMD-E).524 This shift in approach has also been accompanied by 
more assertive and more transparent Chinese deterrence signalling, to demonstrate Chinese 
capabilities to safeguard these interests and commitment to do so. 

Overall, most of China’s military signalling related to Korea is targeted at the United 
States and South Korea, with the basic goal of deterring U.S.-ROK military action against the 
North, regardless of what the North has done. This is because Beijing believes Washington 
and Seoul are the most likely to actually initiate hostilities on the Peninsula, not Pyongyang. 
The main message to Washington and Seoul is that the PLA is capable and willing to secure 
China’s interests on the Peninsula (by intervention if necessary) in the event of a DPRK 
collapse. A secondary message is to undercut the U.S.-ROK justification for crossing the 
38th Parallel—to secure Kim’s WMD and avoid loose nuclear weapons—by demonstrating 
the PLA’s ability to execute this mission.525 However, Beijing does not appear to realise, or 
be concerned by, the irony that its signalling to the United States and South Korea might 
actually embolden North Korea further. 

By contrast, Beijing appears to favour nonmilitary tools for signalling Pyongyang, 
including leveraging its party-to-party ties for private direct communication and economic 
coercion, such as reports of cutting off oil exports to North Korea at key times.526 Nevertheless, 
Beijing does appear to use its military toolkit to signal Pyongyang at times. The goal vis-à-vis 
North Korea is likely to restrain DPRK provocations and ensure both the DPRK and U.S.-ROK 
back down during a crisis, but the underlying logic of military signalling toward North Korea 
is less clear—it’s more likely to emphasise existing Chinese messages of restraint, since a 
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Chinese invasion of North Korea is certainly not an appealing prospect to Beijing. It is also 
possible, and even likely, that some of Beijing’s signalling efforts related to Korea can also 
be oriented towards Chinese domestic audiences, especially those who live near the DPRK 
and are concerned about potential nuclear radiation.527 

Event Details 

China has long prepared its military for a Korea contingency, despite official claims to 
the contrary.528 Chinese preparations are often tied to periods of U.S-DPRK tensions, since 
China fears the worst outcome of an outbreak of war on its border and generally assumes the 
United States will start the war.529 Although plans and training for a Korea contingency have 
very likely always been part of the PLA’s mission, the first public evidence of Korea-
focussed PLA planning came in 2003. Following the U.S. invasion of Iraq, and the inclusion 
of North Korea into President Bush’s ‘Axis of Evil’, Beijing was very concerned about the 
possibility of war on its border. This was very likely accentuated when then-President Bush 
told then-leader Jiang Zemin, ‘If we could not solve the [North Korea nuclear] problem 
diplomatically, I would have to consider a strike against North Korea’, which eventually led 
to Jiang creating the Six Party Talks.530 

The 2003 crisis was the tipping point for a host of largely behind-the-scenes PLA 
preparations for border contingencies. A series of articles by the PLA’s Air Defense College 
explored how to fight a superior adversary on a land border that could fight at night—clearly 
the United States in Korea.531 Fearing the North’s upstart nuclear program would end up 
contaminating Chinese territory, PLA researchers from the Shenyang Military Region’s (MR) 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention as well as researchers at the PLA’s hospital along 
the DPRK border in Dandong researched how to mitigate nuclear spillover from the North 
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into China and how to deal with refugees fleeing such nuclear contamination.532 Along with 
this academic research, the PLA’s Shenyang MR in 2004 conducted at least one exercise 
explicitly intended for ‘border emergency operations’ (边境应急行动).533 This aligns with 
DoD’s assertion that ‘since at least 2004, the PLA has sought to strengthen its ability to 
conduct joint operations near the Korean Peninsula, placing particular emphasis on border 
defense’.534 

The next major DPRK crisis in 2013 prompted another round of Chinese preparations for 
a Korea contingency, this time oriented towards intervention across the border into North 
Korea. By at least 2013, PLA researchers were clearly, if quietly, exploring how to seize 
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DPRK nuclear sites.535 The PLA was also conducting training that was more clearly focussed 
on a Korea scenario, including what may have been a dry run of the PLA’s Korea plan 
(which appears to have been evaluated as a failure), several follow-on exercise series that 
sought to improve its performance (most notably Joint-2014E), and verification in large-scale 
exercises (including Stride-2014 Zhurihe D).536 Moreover, in late 2015 the massive PLA 
organisational reforms created the new Northern TC, which is oriented towards a Korea 
scenario and subsumed Shandong Province, across from the Korean Peninsula.537 This 
decision was understood by some foreign analysts to better enable an amphibious landing 
inside North Korea as part of a Chinese intervention.538 As DoD summarised in 2018, ‘More 
recent training has sought to improve the Northern Theater’s civil-military fusion, night 
training, and transport of PLA units across the Bo Hai from the Shandong Peninsula to the 
Liaoning Peninsula’.539 Western media reporting also highlighted broader preparations for a 
Korea contingency, including improved border security and housing for DPRK refugees.540 
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By the most recent DPRK crisis in 2017, Beijing was likely better prepared for a 
contingency. 

Chinese Signalling 

PLA deterrence signalling in Korea has gone through two general phases that align with 
the evolution of PRC contingency planning and growing PLA capabilities. From roughly 
2003 to 2012, the PLA relied on nonpublic communication, including through academic back 
channels and selective media leaks, to tell others it had plans to intervene in Korea. Although 
it is impossible to know how seriously foreign governments (especially South Korea and the 
United States) took these signals, PLA capabilities were such that they were unlikely to 
pose a serious challenge to U.S.-ROK operations in those years. However, the combination of 
the 2013 DPRK nuclear crisis and Xi’s forceful emphasis on PLA warfighting capabilities led 
the PLA to a more aggressive strategy to seriously prepare for DPRK intervention to better 
safeguard Chinese interests, including WMD seizure. Accordingly, PLA signalling on Korea 
became much more public from 2013 to 2017 with exercises and reports of increased military 
readiness. 

Pre-2013 Signalling 

Over the period 2003–2012, Chinese signalling was very limited, relying on foreign 
academics and foreign journalists to reveal PLA planning and accept PLA assertions of 
capabilities, with little overt signalling. One semipublic signal was interviews given by PLA 
researchers to well-known U.S. defence researchers in 2006 and 2007 about PLA planning 
for Korea, which eventually became public. The PLA researchers communicated that PLA 
missions for a Korea contingency included ‘(1) humanitarian missions such as assisting 
refugees or providing help after a natural disaster; (2) peacekeeping or “order keeping” 
missions such as serving as civil police; and (3) “environmental control” measures to clean 
up nuclear contamination resulting from a strike on North Korean nuclear facilities near the 
Sino-DPRK border and to secure nuclear weapons and fissile materials’.541 The other main 
PLA signalling tool at that time was selective media leaks. In January 2012, one month after 
Kim Jong-il’s death and amid foreign concerns over DPRK stability, a well-connected 
Japanese journalist in Beijing reported the existence of an internal task force on DPRK 
contingency planning at PLA AMS.542 More notably, he quoted a Chinese ‘military source’ 
as saying, ‘Our forces have enhanced mobility. We will be able to enter Pyongyang in a 
little more than two hours if necessary’.543 This media strategy extended into the early part 
of the second phase of Chinese signalling (2013–2017) as in May 2014, another Japanese 
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newspaper reported another Chinese military leak that contained specific details on PLA 
planning for a DPRK contingency, including how to separate DPRK leaders from normal 
refugees should they flee over the border into China.544 

In reality, both the 2012 and 2014 leaks were simply reporting the existence of quasi-
public PLA academics books. The PLA report mentioned in the 2012 report was actually a 
book publicly funded by China’s National Social Science Foundation (NSSF) in July 2006, 
the same month of Pyongyang’s second ICBM test, and published in May 2010.545 The PLA 
report mentioned in the 2014 news report was actually another book published by AMS in 
July 2013, which was not publicly funded and technically restricted from public circulation, 
though it was acquired by researchers outside of China.546 Keeping an air of plausible 
deniability as usual, the PLA denied both reports at the time.547 The release of these selective 
leaks in 2012 and 2014 can be framed in an interesting context. The 2014 case for deterrence 
signalling is quite clear, since it came as North Korea was conducting missile tests and 
threatening another nuclear test.548 The 2012 case is less clear, however, since it was only 
a month after Kim Jong-un had died and before Kim Jong-un had signed the Leap Day 
Agreement. It is possible that China’s intention with this leak was to deter Seoul and 
Washington from any considerations of taking advantage of DPRK leadership transition to 
topple the DPRK government. 

Post-2013 Signalling 

Over the period 2013–2017, after the PLA had likely already adopted a more aggressive 
contingency plan that included WMD seizure inside North Korea, Chinese signalling utilised 
more public exercises, public and private messaging of increased readiness, and high-level 
government statements. It also leveraged selective media leaks, but this time relied on 
PRC media. 

During tensions in spring 2013, China reportedly undertook several deterrence signalling 
actions, including increasing force readiness, military exercises, and unit movements. China’s 
purported actions were not isolated, since North Korea had already announced its missile 
forces were on the highest alert and the United States had conducted B-2 flights.549 Likewise, 
during the fall 2015 crisis, when the DPRK was suspected of planting a landmine in the 
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demilitarised zone that killed two ROK soldiers, reports emerged through Chinese social 
media that a PLA mechanised unit (with tanks) was mobilising through a Chinese town on 
the DPRK border, though this was denied.550 Of note, while the exercises were generally 
publicised by China and the troop movements were apparently not censored on Chinese 
social media, the increased readiness appears to have not been directly released by China. 
Instead, it was reported by foreign press, perhaps via foreign governments, which could mean 
it was intended as a private government-to-government signal. Moreover, all of these actions 
could potentially be ‘dual-use’, as they both actually improved Chinese preparations for a 
Korea contingency and served as a deterrence signal. 

In 2017, the PLA conducted even more visible exercises, and a more transparent discussion 
of PLA planning.551 PLA commentators published several articles explaining what China 
would do in the event of a DPRK contingency, with explicit details aligning to assumed 
planning, a break from past generalities when addressing potential PRC responses.552 As 
DoD summarised, ‘China’s rhetoric towards North Korea also became more strident 
[in 2017], including suggestions that the PLA could respond to a crisis on the Korean 
Peninsula’.553 Moreover, PLA exercises were also more publicised and amplified by PRC 
media, with several PLAAF and PLAN exercises coming in the fall as tensions heated up 
catching the attention of foreign press.554 Yet not all exercises—even those covered in the 
Chinese media—were true, as U.S. officials dispelled rumours of a large-scale exercise in 
early 2017.555 U.S. officials also reported, though Beijing denied, that the PLA had temporarily 
put its bombers ‘on high alert’ as part of preparations for Korea.556 

There were also likely some nonpublic signals, based on titbits of public reporting. For 
example, for a successful intervention, the PLA will likely need to be able to erect temporary 
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bridges across the Yalu River, which forms the border between North Korea and China. As 
NK News summarised one ROK researcher in 2015, ‘China’s PLA has repeatedly trained for 
crossing the Yalu River many times before, meaning that the Chinese Army would not find it 
hard to cross the river into North Korea should such an action become necessary’.557 This 
training is rarely publicised in a high-profile way, but it does exist, as evident in regional 
PLA newspaper coverage of bridging as a part of major exercises.558 Yet the fact that this 
specific training component has been generally subdued in national media suggests the PLA 
assumes other governments are watching carefully enough. One exception was in 2017, when 
it was featured as part of relevant PLA training on national TV, likely suggesting Beijing’s 
desire to signal increased preparations.559 The challenge for the nongovernment analyst is 
identifying and understanding what is often intended as government-to-government 
signalling, and only rarely highlighted publicly. 

One good example of PRC media amplifying a routine training event for dual-use 
deterrence signalling is the ‘Iron Flow-134’ exercise in December 2013, after Jang Song-taek 
was purged and there was again concern about DPRK stability. ‘Iron Flow-134’ focussed on 
improving the 39th Group Army’s ability to fight in cold weather, crisis response capability, 
and ‘border area offensive operations’.560 This would appear clearly targeted at a Korea 
scenario. Around the same time, foreign media reported a now-familiar series of PLA actions, 
including a quick-reaction exercise (likely ‘Iron Flow-134’), increased border security, and 
moving the PAP to ‘emergency duty status’.561 However, ‘Iron Flow-134’ began only one 
day after ROK media reported Jang Song-taek’s fall.562 This means that either the exercise 
with reportedly 3,000 troops was organised very quickly, China had early knowledge of 
Jang’s fall, or the exercise was preplanned and simply the media coverage was adapted to 
focus on Korea. The most likely explanation is that this was a preplanned exercise that was 
amplified by PRC media. Our interpretation is that this was intended as a private government-
to-government signal to the DPRK for several reasons. First, because the PLA’s regional 
coverage of the exercise included references to wars fought by previous allies in the cold 
(China–Soviet Union over Zhenbao Island in 1969, Germany–Soviet Union in World War II), 
and more explicitly, the references to the border operations were all dropped from the much 
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more staid coverage by national PRC media.563 Also, other ‘Iron Flow’ exercises in later 
years did not have any of these features and do not appear focussed on Korea. 

These actions were occasionally combined with high-profile leadership statements. During 
the spring 2013 tensions, for example, the PRC Vice Foreign Minister, Zhang Yesui, said, 
‘We don’t want to see any warfare or chaos on the Peninsula. We oppose any side making 
provocative statement or doing anything that undermines peace and stability on the Peninsula 
and in the region’.564 In 2014, Foreign Minister Wang Yi said, ‘The Korean peninsula is right 
on China’s doorstep. We have a red line, that is, we will not allow war or instability on the 
Korean peninsula’.565 Similarly, in autumn 2015, the PRC Foreign Ministry spokesperson 
said, ‘As a close neighbor to the Korean Peninsula . . . China staunchly safeguards regional 
peace and stability and opposes any action that may escalate tension. We urge relevant parties 
to remain calm and restrained’.566 And in 2017, Wang Yi said, ‘No one would win and multiple 
parties will lose if there was a war on the Korean Peninsula’.567 These all communicated 
China’s stance on the issue, with extra seriousness delivered by Wang Yi. 

Chinese Explanation 

Historically, Chinese analysts have been generally more restrained in explaining 
Chinese signalling around Korea crises, letting its actions speak for themselves. This 
could be for several reasons. First, it could reflect a Chinese belief that the intended 
audiences—the United States, South Korea, and North Korea—will be paying sufficiently 
close attention to its signalling that it does not need to be explained so bluntly in public, 
and that there is less desire to use the deterrence actions as another form of psychological 
warfare to shape adversary public opinion (as in the case of Taiwan). Second, it could be 
due to the fact that the Party generally avoids discussions of its support (or tolerance) for 
North Korea, and it may be embarrassing that the risk of radioactive contamination affecting 
Chinese citizens comes from China’s only ally. Third and relatedly, Korea-related signalling 
is less likely to serve as a way for the Party to bolster nationalism or make the Party look 
strong in front of a domestic audience, again reducing the value of explaining these signals 
publicly. 
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However, the PLA unsurprisingly does understand the importance of crisis signalling in 
the Korea context. According to the 2010 AMS book on Korea crisis management, one of the 
‘fundamental principles’ is to have clear signalling, and explains: 

During a crisis, the amount of information increases sharply, with a large 
amount exaggerated, distorted or even disinformation mixed in, and 
sometimes it will even overwhelm the information processing capacity of 
the parties in the crisis. At this time, in order to reduce the mutual suspicion 
between the parties in the crisis and avoid misjudgement by both parties, the 
main parties must send the other party as clear a signal as possible, and make 
the other party’s decisionmakers correctly understand the exact meaning of 
the signal. This is especially the case when it involves military operations, as 
it is even more important to avoid armed conflicts due to misunderstandings 
and misjudgements. Of course, the principle of signal clarity is not absolute 
or static. Sometimes the parties involved in a crisis will deliberately send a 
vague signal to the opponent to test the opponent's bottom line or achieve 
other strategic intentions, but this usually happens at the tactical level rather 
than the strategic level. For crisis managers, clear signals at the strategic level 
are crucial.568 

Some Chinese analysts, nevertheless, did explain the dual-use nature of the 2017 
exercises. As Chinese analyst Ni Lexiong explained, Beijing ‘is now under growing threat 
from the Korean peninsula, so the Chinese navy must demonstrate and improve its defence 
and combat abilities’, but added, ‘The exercises are also messages to the United States that 
Beijing does not want to see a war near China’s coast’.569 Another Chinese analyst, Zhou 
Chenming, disagreed that the exercises were dual-use and instead argued they were simply 
training: ‘Some exercises were set to train personnel rather than send a specific message to 
other countries, and many factors, such as tides and maritime conditions, were considered 
before deciding on a final location’.570 In response to a separate PLA exercise, yet another 
Chinese analyst, Li Jie, explained, ‘This shows China is prepared and able to stop any power 
that threatens stability in the region. . . . China can only rely on [conducting] more drills to 
raise its military capability amid an unstable situation’.571 Zhou Chenming added again, 
‘This drill . . . shows that Chinese weapons are ready for use in war’.572 After the PLAAF 
announced it had flown ‘new routes’ in December 2017 as tensions were even higher, Li Jie 
explained that ‘the timing of this high-profile announcement by the PLA is also a warning 
to Washington and Seoul not to provoke Pyongyang any further’.573 While not all of these 
analysts are explicitly PLA-affiliated, they routinely provide commentary to PRC and 
regional media on sensitive Chinese military issues, suggesting they are trusted to accurately 
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communicate PRC talking points within acceptable bounds.574 Nevertheless, the PRC 
MND generally denied, at least officially, that any of these exercises were targeted at the 
DPRK.575 

International Interpretation 

The troop movements over the years have been generally understood to be dual-use 
signals, both hedging against the potential outbreak of conflict by mobilising forces and 
seeking to forestall such a turn of events by signalling Chinese capability and intent. For the 
signalling component, a U.S. analyst explained, ‘China’s enhanced military posture is meant 
to convey one simple message: If war breaks out on the peninsula, it won’t be Donald Trump 
or Kim Jong Un shaping the terms of the conflict, but Beijing’.576 

South Korean analysts and officials watch for these signals too. An ROK researcher 
commented on the 2015 reports by saying these were a relatively common PRC reaction to 
concerns about the DPRK: ‘During the bombardment of Yeonpyeong in 2010 and after the 
purge of Jang Song Thaek in 2013, Chinese units were quickly sent to the area to prevent 
any unexpected surprises from the China-North Korea border’, and that their purpose is ‘to 
quickly resolve the inflamed situation by marching in North Korea, if necessary’.577 Yet, he 
added, ‘China’s message is simple: Their units are focused on quickly invading North Korea as 
fast as they can, suppressing all opponents with the maximum fire power that Chinese 
mechanized units can provide’.578 A former ROK official similarly said, ‘This is no joke, 
China is sending a very simple message to North Korea. . . . These movements are certainly 
not just for enhancing the border defenses between China and North Korea. . . . China’s 
message is strong and simple: “Yes, we can stop you, if necessary”’.579 The former ROK 
official added that, in his opinion, the use of the PLA Army near the DPRK border meant 
the signal was solely for North Korea, since ‘if China really wanted to send a message 
against South Korea and the U.S., they would have used the navy or air force as weapon of 
choice, as none of the countries mentioned above share a land border with China’.580 

The selective leaks also were noticed by some analysts for their specific timing. The 
Telegraph summarised one Japanese scholar’s analysis of 2014 leak, saying, ‘The timing of 
the leak of the study is significant, given that China can have been expected to have similar 
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contingency plans in place for the past two decades that North Korea has been teetering on 
the edge of implosion’.581 

Foreign observers have also misinterpreted PLA activities during DPRK crises. In 
January 2014, ROK media reported that ‘nearly 100,000 Chinese soldiers and thousands of 
vehicles from the 16th and 39th Army Groups of the Shenyang Military Region have been 
mobilised for a winter exercise near the North Korean border to prepare for a potential crisis 
over the Korean peninsula’.582 However, as PLA analyst Dennis Blasko explains, despite the 
large size of the exercise, its location, and timing, in reality, the exercise was very unlikely 
to be a signal. Instead, it was a ‘direct result of a decision in 2013 to move the PLA’s 
conscription/recruitment dates forward by several months, with major consequences for the 
annual training schedule’, and thus, ‘had nothing to do with Korea or any other external 
situation’.583 Blasko concludes by noting that ‘foreign audiences that understand what is 
routine and what is not will better interpret the messages the Chinese propaganda machine 
may or may not be sending’.584 

Key Takeaways 

This case study once again illustrates how China’s approach to signalling has changed as 
its interests and capabilities have evolved. China’s transition from leveraging selective leaks, 
when it was weaker, contrasts sharply with higher-profile exercises as the PLA became more 
capable to execute more ambitious missions. One constant, however, is that generally PRC 
signalling for Korea was not targeted at adversary publics (DPRK, ROK, or the United 
States), just adversary decisionmakers. Although the PRC’s understanding of foreign media 
at a strategic level is often poor—mirror imaging it as an extension of national governments 
instead of treating it as an independent actor in democratic countries—Beijing has at times 
demonstrated reasonable deftness with foreign media. Less successful, however, have been 
Beijing’s apparent attempts to differentiate signals between those targeted at North Korea and 
those targeted at the United States and South Korea. There is likely some indication within 
these DPRK crises for how China might handle other third-party conflicts on its periphery, 
such as India-Pakistan or Vietnam-Indonesia. For Australia, this case study again demonstrates 
that the PRC is able, at least at certain times, to leverage foreign media quite well to serve as 
a communication channel for deterrence signalling. 

Table 5.4 summarises how the analytical framework applies to our assessment of China’s 
use of military signalling related to North Korea. 
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Table 5.4. Applying the Framework to Chinese Messaging Related to North Korea 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 

Deterrence of U.S.-
ROK operations 
against DPRK 

Selective 
media leaks 

United States, 
allies, and 
partners 

Party, government, 
military, and 
unofficial sources 

Widely 
disseminated 

(may also apply to 
deterrence of 
DPRK against 
provocations) 

Military 
exercises 
Increased 
readiness 
High-level 
statements 

Likely also 
DPRK 
leadership 

  

Common Themes and Lessons for Australia 
Taken together, what do we learn about contemporary Chinese deterrence signalling from 

the peacetime and crisis case studies? What are the key differences among the various case 
studies? What differences do the more recent case studies illustrate compared to how China 
approached deterrence signalling in the past? Is the modern signalling clear or confusing? 
What lessons can international audiences learn?  

Although Beijing has no single publicly known playbook for deterrence signalling and 
approaches each episode differently, it is possible through a careful review of these case 
studies to identify some patterns. First, Beijing is indeed using much of its newest and most 
high-profile hardware for signalling, evident in unveiling new missiles during military 
parades, bomber flights over disputed territories in Asia, and carrier deployments around 
Taiwan, even if it calibrates the public messaging to be less provocative in some instances. 
Second, Beijing’s employment of tailored deterrence—sending different signals to different 
audiences—is being enabled by China’s growing swath of its own global communication 
channels and its use of foreign platforms, especially social media. Third, Beijing can exercise 
restraint in signalling when the stakes are slightly lower and domestic political events take 
precedence, such as the Doklam standoff with India in 2017. Fourth, Taiwan is the clear 
focus of Chinese deterrence signalling, illustrating the panoply of potential deterrence actions 
Beijing can undertake and how these military actions can nest within the Party-state’s broader 
whole-of-government approach. However, our understanding of Chinese signalling is inevitably 
incomplete, both because Beijing has not demonstrated its high-water mark of signalling in 
a full-blown crisis since the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1995–1996, and because we lack 
insight based on public reporting into how Beijing has employed the space and cyber domains 
in recent crises. 

For Australia, none of these crisis case studies provides a perfect facsimile of how China 
is likely to tailor military deterrence signalling towards Canberra if a crisis arises. Yet certain 
key themes are likely to apply: the use of PRC and foreign media to amplify deterrence 
actions as signals, dual-use military exercises both to actually prepare for war and to signal 
the same, among others. In the concluding chapter, we explore the implications for Australia 
and posit how the PRC might signal to Australia in a future crisis. 
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6. Implications for Australia 

Australia’s evolving role in the Indo-Pacific region means that it too will likely over time 
be the focus of more Chinese deterrence signalling. Looking to the future, Australia should 
expect that China will not only employ economic coercion and ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy to 
send messages, but perhaps military signalling as well. The changing nature of Australia-
China relations, along with more frequent unplanned military interactions, increases the risk 
of a military crisis or unintended incident between Beijing and Canberra. Australia could also 
become involved in a crisis that results from a U.S.-China showdown over maritime disputes, 
Taiwan, or the Korean Peninsula. This makes it imperative for Australian officials and 
analysts to understand Chinese deterrence signalling. After discussing the changing nature 
of the relationship and cause for greater attention to the growing risk of military tensions, 
we hypothesise several potential ways China may in the future conduct military deterrence 
signalling targeted at Australia. We conclude by offering three policy recommendations for 
Australia and its ally, the United States, as well as its regional partners. 

Changing Australia-China Relationship 
As China expands its objectives and national interests across many regions of the globe, 

increasing its economic power, diplomatic influence, and growing its military capabilities, 
this is impacting the bilateral relationship and Australia’s security. Sources of friction in the 
Australia-China relationship have been increasingly evident in recent years, and the rapid 
deterioration of bilateral relations in 2020, combined with a growing number of friction 
points in the security domain, means the Australia-China relationship is likely on a new and 
potentially more confrontational course now. 

Worsening Australia-China Relations 

Australian concerns regarding China have been increasing for a number of years, owing 
to concerns about China’s expanding regional ambitions, Chinese interference in Australian 
politics, Chinese economic coercion, and growing Chinese influence in the Pacific Islands, 
potentially including Chinese intent to establish a naval base in the area, which would represent 
a clear challenge to Australian security interests. As these examples illustrate, Australia-China 
relations were already become increasingly tense over a number of issues over the past several 
years, but these trends have accelerated more recently, with the events of 2020 appearing to 
reflect a turning point in bilateral ties. Indeed, China’s handling of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and its increasingly coercive behaviour have further worsened the relationship.585 Following 
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through on this threat, China over the rest of 2020 gradually enacted a de facto ban on several 
key Australian agricultural exports to China, including barley, beef, and wine, even at a cost 
to China of over AUD$3.6 million.586 The MFA consistently reiterated the responsibility was 
on Canberra to resolve the problem, saying in November 2020, ‘We hope Australia can do 
more things conducive to mutual trust, bilateral cooperation and the spirit of China-Australia 
comprehensive strategic partnership, and bring the bilateral relations back to the right track 
as early as possible’.587 This turn of events has likely fundamentally changed the bilateral 
relationship and is a powerful example of China’s nonmilitary toolkit. 

Increasing Points of Friction 

This has come as Canberra has taken a tougher stance on Chinese activities in the region. 
While Australia has generally aligned itself with the U.S. position on China’s territorial claims 
in the South China Sea, previously it had been disinclined to formally declare Beijing’s 
territorial claims illegal. This changed in July 2020, when the Australian government, 
following a similar U.S. Department of State move earlier that month, adopted a more 
decisive position declaring ‘the Australian Government rejects any claims by China that are 
inconsistent with the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), in 
particular, maritime claims that do not adhere to its rules on baselines, maritime zones and 
classification of features’.588 China reacted by arguing that ‘Australia’s wrongful acts of 
ignoring the basic facts on the South China Sea issues and denying China’s land territorial 
sovereignty and maritime rights and interests in the South China Sea have violated international 
law and basic principles of international relations, including the Charter of the United 
Nations’.589 

Australia’s More Active Regional Role Means More Divergence with 
China 
While China remains, by far, Australia’s largest trading partner, its activities in the Indo-

Pacific have undermined the Australia-China narrative of mutual growth and prosperity. From 
the Australian perspective, the economic and societal dimension that has long supported its 
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relations have not been accompanied by adequate ‘strategic trust’.590 China’s use of ‘grey zone’ 
intimidation, geoeconomic leverage and coercion, political interference and disinformation 
campaigns, the escalation of territorial disputes and militarisation of disputed features in the 
South China Sea, and the acceleration of its nuclear modernisation have disrupted the 
stability of the regional order—in material, physical, and values-based terms.591 As Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison remarked in a July 2020 speech, ‘The Indo-Pacific is where we 
live and we want an open, sovereign Indo-Pacific, free from coercion and hegemony’.592 

Changing Australian Threat Perception of China 

China’s active pursuit of greater influence in the Indo-Pacific has caused disquiet among 
Australian policymakers, Defence officials, and the Australian public. Australian Defence 
Minister Linda Reynolds stated in March 2020, ‘[W]e welcome them as a responsible 
regional partner but where behaviours are not consistent with the standards we expect of 
ourselves and expect of other regional nations, in terms of sovereign respect and adherence to 
rules-based order, then we are calling that behaviour out’.593 Reynolds emphasised, for China, 
‘influence becomes interference. Economic co-operation becomes coercion. Investment 
becomes entrapment. All of these pressures are contributing to uncertainty and tension, 
raising the risk of military confrontation and compromising free and open trade. Australia 
must be prepared for all of these strategic challenges’. These concerns have been confirmed 
by Chinese activities with a direct domestic impact—cyberattacks and foreign political 
interference, among others. 

This has led to broader criticism of Chinese behaviour. As the July 2020 Australia- 
U.S. Ministerial Consultations (AUSMIN) statement said, the ‘sweeping and vague “national 
security” legislation imposed on Hong Kong’, has been construed as a means to undermine 
‘the rights, freedoms and futures of millions of people’, and there is ‘deep concern over the 
PRC’s campaign of repression of Uyghurs and members of other minority groups in 
Xinjiang, including mass detentions, forced labour, pervasive surveillance, restrictions on 
freedom of religion, and reports of forced abortions and involuntary birth control’.594  

This has been echoed by Australian analysts and the general public. Malcolm Davis, of 
ASPI, argues that China is clearly ‘exploiting both soft-power inducements and hard-power 
threats to reassert itself as a new middle kingdom, and overturning what it sees to be a 
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century of humiliation. Part of the “China Dream” is ensuring that its periphery is secure 
through a belt of vassal states that accede to Beijing’s interests’.595 China’s recent behaviour 
has caused profound changes in the region that affect Australian interests and security. Rory 
Medcalf, head of the National Security College at the Australian National University, 
highlights, ‘awareness of China as a source of risk has become a whole-of-government 
attribute, crossing the spectrum from defence to development assistance to domestic policy 
such as communications and national infrastructure’.596 A recent poll on Understanding 
Australian Attitudes to the World found that in the past two years, there has been a rapid 
decline in Chinese credibility, with 23 per cent of respondents saying that they believe China 
will ‘act responsibly in the world’.597 

Changing Australian Policy Towards China 

China’s bellicosity across domains has been the key reason for the recalibration of 
Australia’s defensive posture. Then-Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull set the foundations 
for Australia’s strategy in his June 2017 speech to the Shangri-La Dialogue, saying that ‘a 
coercive China would find its neighbours resenting demands they cede their autonomy and 
strategic space, and look to counterweight Beijing’s power by bolstering alliances and 
partnerships’.598 The Pacific Step-Up policy, first announced in 2016, is one of Australia’s 
topmost foreign policy priorities, highlighted in the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper599 
and the 2016 Defence White Paper,600 as being of vital importance to Australia.601 Indeed, 
Australia was a very early proponent of the use of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ in the discourse for 
the reason that it renews ‘the region’s enduring maritime and multipolar character’, and 
serves contemporary national security interests, specifically in relation to China. As Australia 
sees it, the Indo-Pacific ‘does not exclude or contain China, though it does dilute China’s 
influence. Moreover, the region’s scale, ambiguity or “duality”, and apparent diversity of 
national approaches are advantages rather than liabilities. They can improve the durability 
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and effectiveness of the Indo-Pacific in framing strategies to cope with Chinese power’.602 
Australia has become ‘an outspoken and independent power in the Indo-Pacific, whose 
criticism and solidarity-building resistance to Chinese power is noted and potentially 
followed by others’.603 How Australia navigates increasing friction with China, both its own, 
and that of interlocutors in the region, will be key to its strategic trajectory. 

The recent Strategic Update 2020604 and the associated Force Structure Plan605 
communicate a pivot in ‘Australia’s strategic posture from a largely defensive force primed 
for coalition operations to a conventional deterrence role, with an elevated focus on lethality 
and Australian-led military operations within the country’s immediate environment’.606 Apart 
from speaking to a greater level of engagement in the region and earmarking substantial 
resources to augment capability, the Strategic Update specifies Australia’s deterrence 
strategy, specifically against Chinese activities in the near region. Although infrequently 
mentioned in the document itself, ‘China looms front and centre in this gloomy assessment’.607 
Explicit acknowledgement of the dangers posed by the expansion of ‘military and nonmilitary 
forms of assertiveness and coercion’ in the Indo-Pacific, ranging from ‘militarisation of the 
South China Sea to active interference, disinformation campaigns and economic coercion’, 
and the need to ‘be better prepared to respond to these activities, including by working more 
closely with other elements of Australia’s national power’, leaves no doubt as to the country 
of concern.608 

The Strategic Update demonstrates this new threat perception and the resultant strategic 
positioning. The documents signal an important change in the strategic orientation of the 
nation to the pursuit of the ‘self-reliant ability to deliver deterrent effects’.609 Australia is 
seeking to operationalise deterrence in the Indo-Pacific to disincentivise increased Chinese 
activities and expansion in the region in a way that both recognises and exploits the power 
asymmetry that defines the relationship, and orients it to Australia’s advantage. Acknowledging 
Australia’s ‘limited resource base’, the intention is to improve the nation’s ‘ability to deliver 
these effects without seeking to match the capability of major powers’. This means ‘developing 
capabilities to hold adversary forces and infrastructure at risk further from Australia, such as 
longer-range strike weapons, cyber capabilities and area denial systems’.610 
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While the showpiece is an AUD$800 million commitment for the AGM-158C Long-
Range Anti-Ship Missile (LRASM), which can be fired from the land or from the air, and has 
a range greater than 370 km, the deterrence remit of the Strategic Update is much broader. 
The capabilities announced are intended to ‘deliver deterrent effects against a broad range of 
threats, including preventing coercive or grey-zone activities from escalating to conventional 
conflict’ and the increased presence of the Australian Defence Force (ADF) in the region 
acts as a means to ‘prevent actions that undermine regional resilience and sovereignty’.611 
The growing influence of China in the region compels the nation towards ‘a defensive 
approach . . . which is unthreatening to others, but which can hurt them if they get too close’. 
While high-intensity conflict in the Indo-Pacific is relatively improbable, it is less remote 
than it once was. The ADF ‘must be better prepared for such conflict if deterrence measures 
fail, or to support the United States and other partners where Australia’s national interests are 
engaged’.612 These documents communicate Australia’s commitment to augmenting its 
defensive and strategic capability in the region to a domestic and international audience. 
They also send a more direct message to China that Australia’s military profile within the 
Indo-Pacific has shifted.  

The release of the Strategic Update prompted a new round of reprimand from Chinese 
state media outlets. An article in Global Times, titled ‘China “Prepared Against Military 
Provocation from Australia”’, declared that Australia’s ‘weapon procurement plans have 
been widely interpreted as being “aimed at China”, and Chinese experts said . . . that while 
the Chinese military has no intention of provoking Australia, it is also not afraid of Australian 
provocations’. While asserting that ‘China has no intention of challenging Australia militarily’ 
the article warned that ‘if Australia wants to provoke China, China is also ready to defend 
itself. Australia is only a follower of the US and its capability in the South China Sea will be 
limited despite the new plans’. Moreover, ‘Li said that China may develop defense systems 
among other measures to deal with potential Australia-US collaboration against it, and China 
can also take countermeasures in terms of politics, diplomacy and economic measures’.613 

Australia Moving Towards Centre of Strategic Competition with Closer 
U.S. Ties 
As Australia increasingly interprets China’s influence in the region as malign, and more 

overtly resists its expanding presence, it has moved from the periphery to the centre of the 
U.S.-China strategic competition. The Strategic Update and Force Structure Plan are not just 
a message to China, however. They demonstrate the changing nature of the Australia-U.S. 
alliance. Historian James Curran of Sydney University has suggested that the phrase ‘Who 
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lost Australia?’ has started to gain traction in Washington. ‘Even if its use is not widespread’, 
Curran argues, ‘the phrase carries baggage worth unpacking, for it highlights a central 
dilemma for the U.S.-Australia relationship as it responds to China’s rise’.614 While the 
strategic outlook of Australia and the United States are overlapping, they are not the same, 
and in terms of relations with China, each needs to take steps to coordinate its respective 
appetite for risk. Australia can, and evidently does, ‘expect Beijing to lash out more and more 
often. China is a rising power with expanding interests’.615 Australia, then, is implementing 
measures that shore up its security, on its own terms, and in its own neighbourhood, as much 
as it continues to support the Australia-U.S. alliance. Australian analysts are also calling for 
Canberra to see its interests more intertwined with the rest of East Asia, including the fate of 
Taiwan, long a major U.S. concern.616  

While Defence Minister Linda Reynolds reassured in the AUSMIN statement in July 
2020 that the Australia-U.S. alliance ‘spans the full spectrum of values, history, practical 
benefit, evolving interests, economic exchange and natural affiliation’, she also highlighted 
that engaging a relationship ‘with the global power that has served as an anchor of the 
regional rules-based order carries obligations’.617 Reynolds advised that the Strategic Update 
and Force Structure Plan demonstrate that Australia is doing its part by implementing 
programs and developing capabilities that ‘significantly enhance our self-reliance’ and 
allow us to ‘achieve greater combined effects with US forces to deter aggression and 
respond with military force, when required’. As one analyst has argued, ‘Australia cannot 
independently deter Chinese coercion; but it can complicate Beijing’s risk calculus by 
supporting US deterrence efforts, building domestic and regional resilience, and fostering 
collective action in the Pacific and Southeast Asia’.618 Yet the statement that it has become 
‘essential that the ADF grow its self-reliant ability to deliver deterrent effects’ suggests there 
is a continuing need for Australia-U.S. dialogue on deterrence.619 

This shift in the Australia-U.S. relationship may well be consequential for dynamics 
between China and Australia. To delegitimise Australia’s actions, Chinese media has 
frequently claimed that Australia is the henchman of the United States when it comes to its 
dealings with China. A 2020 article in the Global Times asserted, ‘Australia is giving up the 
opportunity to think and act independently, but attaches itself to the US anti-China chariot 
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with alarmist rhetoric’.620 It continued, ‘It is doing the Trump administration’s bidding, leaving 
itself no room to strike a balance between China and the US, as what other countries do. It 
finds fault with China on almost all fronts where it cannot live without China, trapping itself 
in an embarrassing dilemma’. Rory Medcalf argues, ‘Australia did not lead the international 
trend to reject PRC influence in order to impress the United States, or its “America First” 
proponents. Australia acted for its own sovereign reasons, both reflecting and protecting an 
independent foreign policy. If anything, the United States has taken its cue from Australia on 
the PRC interference question’.621 As Australia takes a defensive posture that emphasises 
more overt self-reliance, a stance that is also reflected in the more straight-talking diplomatic 
posturing Australia has taken in relation to China’s own Indo-Pacific Step-Up, the relationship 
is developing new contours and may well reshape deterrence parameters for China in relation 
to Australia. 

Greater Interaction with Chinese Military 
China’s increasingly expeditionary military activities and Australia’s more active regional 

role mean the two militaries are coming into more frequent contact with each other. 

More Frequent Chinese Military Presence Near Australia 

Located beyond the South China Sea and the First Island Chain, the Chinese military does 
not have a long history of operating near Australia or in its immediate region. While the 
PLA’s first port call came in 1998 and the first bilateral military exercise came in 2004, it 
was only in 2014 that an uninvited PLAN combat readiness patrol transited south of Indonesia 
through the Sunda and Lombok Straits, passing Christmas Island.622 This served as ‘a bit of a 
wake-up call to [Australian] defense planners to contemplate that in the future they’re going 
to have to expect the Chinese to be able to operate in considerable force in the vicinity of 
[Australia’s] ocean territories’.623  

Since then, Chinese military operations near Australia have become more frequent, 
though not yet normalised. The PLAN conducted an antipiracy exercise near Christmas 
Island in 2016 and passed by Christmas Island again in 2017 with another patrol.624 In 2019, 
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The Australian, February 11, 2014; Henry Lawton, ‘Australia Startled by Chinese Naval Excursion’, The 
Diplomat, February 15, 2014. 
624 David Wroe, ‘Chinese Naval Ships Close to Australia? “Get Used to It”, Experts Warn’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, March 10, 2017. 
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Chinese surveillance ships got closer as they approached Australia’s territorial waters to 
observe an Australia-U.S. bilateral exercise.625 In early 2020, a Chinese military research 
vessel surveyed parts of the Timor Sea south of Christmas Island after similar surveys north 
of Papua New Guinea the year before, both in areas the Australian Navy has frequently 
operated in.626 These combat patrols and surveillance close to Australia make clear Chinese 
interest in operating in these waters more and more in the future. 

Other recent PLAN activities have also reflected a subtle show of force. In June 2019, 
three Chinese vessels arrived in Sydney Harbour for a ‘reciprocal visit’, docking at Garden 
Island for a four-day stopover, much to the surprise of the general public. While Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison stated that plans for the visit had been in place for ‘some time’ as 
part the Chinese Navy task force’s return trip from conducting antipiracy operations in 
the Gulf of Aden, it was not publicly announced and the timing was not without interest, 
occurring on the eve of the 30th anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre.627 Moreover, 
Morrison made that assurance during a speech in the Solomon Islands, a visit intended to 
stave off China’s influence in the Pacific. Rory Medcalf suggested that ‘Sydney is hardly a 
convenient stopover on their way home. . . . This looks like a serious show of presence in the 
South Pacific’, and remarked that ‘Chinese naval visits to Australia have more typically been 
a lone frigate, not a task group with an amphibious assault ship and 700 personnel’.628 

Greater Australian Military Engagement in the Region 

Australia’s more active regional role also means it has more frequent military interaction 
with the Chinese military in the Indo-Pacific.629 Australia’s stepped-up role, reflected in its 
inclusion in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (the Quad) since its founding in 2017, has 
led to deeper security cooperation, including military exercises, with the United States, Japan, 
and India. This led to Australia’s participation in India’s multilateral naval exercise, Exercise 
Malabar, in October 2020 and follows a trilateral exercise with Japan and the United States 
based in Guam in July and August 2020, among others.630 

                                                
625 Colin Packham, ‘Australia Tracks Chinese Warship Headed Toward U.S.-Australia War Games’, Reuters, 
July 7, 2019. 
626 Andrew Greene, ‘Chinese Surveillance Near PNG Expanding as Australia and US Begin Manus Island Naval 
Upgrades’, ABC News (Australia), April 20, 2019; Andrew Greene, ‘Chinese Research Vessel Xiang Yang Hong 
01 Tracked in Waters Near Christmas Island off Western Australia’, ABC News (Australia), March 1, 2020. 
627 Maani Truu, ‘Three Chinese Warships Make Surprise Stopover at Sydney’s Garden Island’, SBS News, 
June 3, 2019. 
628 Andrew Greene, ‘Chinese Warships Arrive in Sydney as Beijing Warns of South China Sea Resolve’, 
ABC News (Australia), June 2, 2019. 
629 For a recent overview of Australia’s security engagement with other Indo-Pacific nations, see Scott W. 
Harold, Derek Grossman, Brian Harding, Jeffrey W. Hornung, Gregory Poling, Jeffrey Smith, and Meagan L. 
Smith, The Thickening Web of Asian Security Cooperation Deepening Defense Ties Among U.S. Allies and 
Partners in the Indo-Pacific, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-3125, 2019, pp. 159–218. 
630 Hunter, ‘Huge Pacific Exercise Centered on Guam’; Andrew Greene, Stephen Dziedzic, and James Oaten, 
‘Australia to Rejoin “Quad” Naval Exercises in Move Certain to Infuriate Beijing’, ABC News (Australia), 
October 19, 2020. 
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More direct engagement with the PLA, desired or not, has come in the South China Sea. 
The Chinese Navy has harassed Australian transits of the South China Sea in recent years, 
just like those of the United States, raising the possibility of a Chinese response.631 This 
comes despite the fact that Australia’s transits are not officially ‘freedom of navigation’ 
operations, though they may be unofficially.632 If Canberra does decide to step up official 
protests of Chinese behaviour through military activities, a debated topic, then Beijing may 
adopt brinkmanship such as it has with the United States, and Australia would have to be 
prepared for an unexpected accident turning into a crisis. 

Deciphering Chinese Deterrence Signalling for Australia 
Much of the deterrence signalling Australia has faced from China so far has been 

nonmilitary, with China regularly using economic threats and even punishments to try to 
send a message or compel Australia to bend to its will. However, it is entirely plausible, if not 
likely, that Australia will eventually find itself on the receiving end of military deterrence 
signalling from China as well. So, what might drive China to adopt military actions for 
deterrence signalling targeted at Australia, and what specifically would these actions intended 
for Canberra look like? Drawing from the analytical framework, previous case studies, and 
China’s record of military operations near Australia, we can construct some notional 
examples involving Chinese naval, air, missile, and space and cyber capabilities. 

It is difficult to predict the specific conditions that may lead China to adopt such military 
actions, but we posit several possibilities. First, Beijing may escalate to military signalling if 
it believes previous nonmilitary actions have proven insufficient for changing Australia’s 
behaviour on the issue of concern, and the issue is of sufficient importance (a high bar). 
Second, Beijing may seek to ‘respond’ symmetrically to an Australian military action that 
Beijing interprets as impacting its national security. Third, Beijing may seek to forestall 
Australian support for third-country (especially U.S.) military operations against it in a 
regional contingency. Beijing has likely decided so far to avoid resorting to high-profile 
military signalling because the issues at stake currently in the Australia-China relationship 
are either political (origins of COVID-19) or do not directly undermine China’s national 
security, and because the lack of territorial dispute means Beijing does not feel compelled to 
enforce its claims (such as with the Philippines, Japan, and India). 

A PLAN deployment near Australia is a straightforward example, since China has already 
done this several times since 2014 with surface action groups (SAG) passing near Christmas 
Island. While this operational activity carried the potential to be used as a deterrence signal, 

                                                
631 Andrew Greene, ‘Australian Ships Tailed by Chinese Military in South China Sea’, ABC News (Australia), 
May 27, 2019. 
632 Shannon Tiezzi, ‘Did Australia Secretly Conduct Its Own Freedom of Navigation Operation in the South 
China Sea?’, The Diplomat, December 16, 2015; Andrew Greene and Bill Birtles, ‘South China Sea: Audio 
Reveals RAAF Plane Issuing Warning to Chinese Navy During “Freedom of Navigation” Flight’, ABC News 
(Australia), December 15, 2015; Stephen Dziedzic and Andrew Greene, ‘US Official Urges Australia to 
Participate in South China Sea Freedom of Navigation Operations’, ABC News (Australia), July 27, 2020. 
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Beijing apparently decided it did not want (or need) to actually communicate the signal by 
voicing it in official statements or media commentary. A future PLAN patrol with either a 
SAG or submarines could thus easily turn into a deterrence signal with any number of clear 
accompanying messages. In addition, if China established additional overseas bases in the 
Indo-Pacific region, this could provide China with more options for PLAN operations, 
including for deterrence signalling aimed at Australia. In particular, a Chinese military base 
in the Pacific Islands would be a game changer for Australia in this regard, as well as a sharp 
challenge to Australian interests more broadly.633 

Another possibility would be signalling with PLA bombers. Media reports indicate that 
PLAAF and PLAN Aviation bomber flights occur in the South China Sea, and there is a 
potential for bombers to be based at China’s artificial island bases in the South China Sea.634 
In August 2020, this reportedly became a reality when a PLAN Aviation bomber deployed to 
Woody Island in the Paracels.635 So far, these PLA activities in the South China Sea do not 
appear to be specifically targeted at Australia for deterrence signalling, though some in 
Australia have interpreted them in that way.636 Moreover, it is worth noting that even with 
long-range land-attack cruise missiles (LACM) or ALBMs, currently deployed Chinese 
bombers would need to fly very long distances to reach targets in Australia, and would 
probably face issues related to overflight of other countries and other concept of operations 
(CONOP)-related challenges. In all, using bombers for signalling aimed at Australia seems 
relatively unlikely given these complications, at least in the short term. But as the PLAAF 
appears set to extend the range of its strike capabilities with a new strategic bomber and a 
reported regional stealth bomber in the future, it is not difficult to imagine bomber flights 
intended to demonstrate they have the range to strike Australia. Similar to how the PLAAF 
establishes deterrence credibility against Guam by flying to the launch basket for a strike, 
without actually flying near Guam, PLAAF strategic bombers could fly to the launch basket 
for a strike against Australia. Any bomber flight south of Indonesia would almost certainly be 
intended as a clear signal to Canberra. Such an action could go unnoticed in the public 
domain, however, unless it was publicised by China or Australia, so Beijing could decide to 
announce such flights on the PLAAF’s social media accounts or through Party-state and 
affiliated media such as the Global Times or South China Morning Post. 

PLA operations far from Australia—even on the Chinese mainland—could potentially 
serve as a deterrence signal, reflecting the PLARF’s extended strike ranges. One possibility 
in this regard is signalling using PLARF mobile ballistic missiles with ranges sufficient to 
strike targets in Australia to signal the ability to hold the country at risk from the Chinese 

                                                
633 Consequently, Australia would undoubtedly take a strong position in opposition to any attempts by China to 
pursue such military outposts in the Pacific Islands. 
634 Wroe, ‘Chinese Bomber Planes from South China Sea’. 
635 Newdick, ‘China Deployed Bombers to One of Its South China Sea Islands’. 
636 Wroe, ‘Chinese Bomber Planes from South China Sea’. 
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mainland.637 This could simply be a mobilisation exercise that is accompanied by explicit 
messaging by Party-state media about its range and hypothetical target. Alternatively, China 
could display the missiles when government or commercial satellites are passing overhead, 
highlight missile force activities in official media reports, or post photos or videos on 
websites or Chinese or international social media, perhaps accompanied by statements from 
military officers, diplomats, or media figures, or even ‘leaks’ to the media from anonymous 
sources. In the event of an escalating crisis, higher-intensity deterrence actions could involve 
test launches of missiles with ranges sufficient to reach Australia, which could be aimed at 
China’s standard inland missile impact locations. China could potentially even launch one or 
more missiles out into the ocean, into an area at comparable range that could reach Australia. 
The latter option would be more escalatory, but could be somewhat downplayed publicly if 
targeted away from Australia.638 The highest-intensity deterrence signal could be a missile 
launch into waters off Australia, accompanied by threatening public or private statements. 
Depending on the capabilities of the specific missiles involved, the strategic missile force’s 
messaging could involve some ambiguity about whether the intended signal is nuclear or 
conventional, and perhaps deliberately so. 

Potentially more subtle options exist as well, such as deterrence signals in the cyber or 
space domains. For example, China could publicise a PLA exercise that includes cyberattack 
capabilities, and reveal—or at least suggest—that Australia was among the adversaries 
involved in the exercise scenario. China might also disclose newly developed cyberweapons 
and equipment through the media, reveal testing of its capabilities, or conduct a demonstration 
of cyberattack technology against another country, along with an accompanying public or 
private message that it could use its cyberweapons against Australia. In a crisis scenario where 
higher-intensity deterrence actions could come into play, China might even conduct limited 
cyberattacks against Australia, perhaps displaying an ability to strike critical infrastructure 
targets. China might then try to influence decisionmakers or manipulate public opinion by 
threatening further escalation if Australia refuses to comply with its demands. 

For communication channels, Beijing in recent years has proven quite adept at leveraging 
both domestic Party-state and independent foreign media for its messaging through selective 
leaks and deniable messaging. On social media, Chinese ambassadors are adopting their 
‘wolf warrior’ persona with Australian counterparts.639 In a future military crisis, it is easy 
to imagine much more aggressive public messaging by Beijing across multiple channels 
targeting Australian media and public opinion. 

Table 6.1 summarises how the analytical framework could be applied to the types of 
notional Chinese deterrence actions described in this section. 
                                                
637 Peter Layton, ‘Australia’s Chinese Ballistic Missile Problem’, The Interpreter (Lowy Institute), April 26, 
2018. 
638 In reality, the PLA would have limited appealing options for such a launch range, either having to overfly 
Southeast Asia or launch through the Bashi Channel and thus towards Micronesia. 
639 Mathew Lee and Jim Gomez, ‘China, Australia Spar on Twitter over South China Sea’, Associated Press, 
August 3, 2020. 
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Table 6.1. Applying the Framework to Notional Deterrence Actions Aimed at Australia 

Context Content Audience Authoritativeness Scope 

Period of heightened 
tension in bilateral 
relationship 

PLAN carrier or SAG 
operations 

Australian 
political leaders 
and public 

Party, government, 
military, and unofficial 
sources all possible 

Could be narrowly or 
widely disseminated 

 
 
 
Regional security 
crisis in which China 
perceives Australian 
involvement as likely 
(Taiwan, South China 
Sea, Korea, etc.) 

PLAAF bomber  
flights 

PLARF activities, up 
to high-intensity 
deterrence actions 
such as missile 
launches 
Cyber demonstrations 
or limited attacks 

Australia’s allies 
and partners 

Likely to include  
social media with 
varying levels of 
authoritativeness 

Likely to be 
coordinated with 
diplomatic pressure, 
economic coercion, 
and various types of 
information operations 

Policy Recommendations 
Beijing’s potent mix of growing ambition, growing military capabilities, and deepening 

nationalism under General Secretary Xi Jinping means that China is increasingly willing to 
throw its weight around the Indo-Pacific region, and likely beyond, to achieve its political 
objectives. The Chinese conception of deterrence—which not only includes dissuasion 
against adversary military actions but also coercion towards China’s political objectives—
means that the PLA will likely undertake an increasingly active role in furthering the Party-
state’s efforts through the threat, if not use, of military force. This ‘new era’ extends to Chinese 
deterrence signalling, which will be an ever-present feature of China’s aggressive behaviour 
going forward. 

Deciphering deterrence signalling by any country will always be more art than science, 
but is certainly a complicated endeavour when it comes to China. The analytic framework 
proposed is focussed on identifying the principles underlining China’s approach to deterrence 
signalling and the case studies identify recent patterns of Chinese behaviour. 

Canberra’s transition to a more active security regional role against the backdrop of 
hardening strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific means the risk of a bilateral Australia-
China military crisis is growing for the first time in Australia’s history. The recent downturn 
in relations with China in 2020 and Australia’s apparent addition to the ever-growing list of 
democracies that have ‘wronged’ Beijing suggests confrontation is likely to be an enduring 
theme in the relationship going forward, including in the military domain. Understanding 
Chinese deterrence signalling will be an important component of ensuring that any crisis 
avoids turning into conflict. Towards that end, we offer three policy recommendations for 
Canberra, Washington, and regional partners. 
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Recommendation 1: The Australian, U.S., and Other Regional Governments Should 
Be More Attuned to Nuanced Chinese Signalling During Future Crises (and in 
Peacetime) 

Although China’s principles for deterrence signalling have remained consistent over time, 
the actual patterns of employment are evolving along with the rest of China’s approach to 
foreign affairs in Xi’s ‘new era’. This means that foreign governments will always have to 
pay close attention to Chinese signals in a future crisis. Two important trends will likely 
make this task even more difficult. First, China’s rapidly growing capabilities in new 
domains, specifically space and cyber, mean that it has more tools at its disposal, but so far 
there is little precedent for how Beijing will use them in a crisis. Second, the recent trend of 
China’s ‘wolf warrior diplomacy’, if continued, is likely to further complicate the task for 
foreign governments to accurately decipher Chinese deterrence signalling. This bellicose 
rhetoric from a growing number of official but semiauthoritative Chinese government 
actors exacerbates the already notable problem of a low signal-to-noise ratio in China’s 
communications with the outside world. 

The Australian, U.S., and other regional governments should consider ahead of time what 
signals China may send in a future crisis and how it will communicate them. This includes not 
just the most likely signals but also ones that might get lost in the noise or that are difficult to 
confirm. This is especially true for these official but semiauthoritative spokespeople like 
Chinese ambassadors, who are likely to be much less informed and less empowered than 
some international counterparts would be, but who may decide to speak out during a crisis. 
The Australian government should consider conducting structured expert roundtables, table-
top exercises, or wargames to explore what signals China might send, how they would be 
interpreted by different ministries in Canberra, how Australia would respond, and the 
implications for crisis management. 

Our findings suggest further research in a number of areas related to different aspects 
of China’s broader approach to deterrence messaging might be valuable to analysts and 
policymakers. One area in which further research could yield valuable insights would be the 
way China plans to use its space and cyber capabilities for deterrence signalling, and how it 
would likely interpret and react to signals sent by others in response to its own actions in 
those domains. The Australian, U.S., and other regional governments should also seek to 
better understand how China coordinates and uses comprehensive national power for 
deterrence beyond military means. This report has focussed on the military aspect of Chinese 
coercion, but nonmilitary aspects, especially economic coercion, are perhaps an even more 
preferred tool for Beijing in many instances, and could be coordinated with military signalling 
in others. Analysts and policymakers would likely also benefit from better understanding 
how China coordinates its use of economic and military signals in cases where it uses both 
economic and military tools to deter or compel other countries. Further beneficial 
research could be undertaken by delving into China’s thinking on the role of information 
manipulation in the context of deterrence signalling: exaggeration of capabilities and activities, 
disinformation, and deception. Still another area of research would be trying to gain a better 
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understanding of how China evaluates the success or failure of deterrence signalling 
activities, and how it makes adjustments in its messaging when it determines they are 
required. Finally, there are several specific and ongoing developments involving rising 
Chinese assertiveness against neighbours that would also benefit from an analysis of Chinese 
signalling efforts. These include the intensifying China-Japan dispute over the Senkaku/ 
Diaoyu Islands, China-India land border dispute along the LAC in the Himalayas, and  
China-Vietnam maritime and territorial sovereignty disputes in the South China Sea. 

Recommendation 2: Australia Should Engage the United States and Regional 
Partners on How They Understand Chinese Deterrence Signalling 

As a fundamentally psychological act, deterrence quite literally is in the eye of the 
beholder, for two reasons. First, Beijing’s approach to tailored deterrence against each target 
country is different. Second, each country has varying levels of national means to fully 
collect the range of deterrence signals China is sending and has its own preexisting cognitive 
frames through which it interprets the signals it receives. This makes it critically important 
that in a future crisis, Australia and the United States, along with other regional countries, 
arrive at the same understanding of China’s signalling, or at least an understanding of how 
each other is interpreting it and why they see it differently. 

A shared understanding of Chinese deterrence signalling can be improved through 
government (Track 1) or academic (Track 2) dialogues, as well as joint research projects 
examining further historical case studies. The Track 1.5 U.S.-Australia Indo-Pacific 
Deterrence Dialogue, founded in 2018, is a good start, and similar dialogues already exist for 
other U.S. alliances.640 In the future they should specifically cover the topic of Chinese 
deterrence signalling. Joint historical case studies, either at the unclassified or classified level, 
would also be useful for comparing notes on what signals each country received and how 
they were interpreted individually to narrow any potential divergent interpretations in a crisis. 
Joint table-top exercises could be conducted bilaterally and multilaterally to further identify 
and work through any differences in how to interpret and respond to potential signals. 

Whatever the specific approach, discussions with policymakers and analysts from the 
United States and other allies and partners should be organised so as to involve participants 
who can offer perspectives on how deterrence messages might be sent and received in the 
space and cyber domains, as well as those who focus on nuclear and conventional deterrence 
issues. Such discussions should also include analysts familiar with China’s official media 
organs and how social media is relevant in the context of China’s approach to deterrence 
signalling. Additionally, reflecting China’s broad approach to leveraging different instruments 
of power for strategic deterrence, participants with an understanding of China’s track record 
of using economic coercion should be invited to participate in the discussions as well. 

                                                
640 For dialogue reports, see Townshend, Santoro, and Thomas-Noone, ‘Revisiting Deterrence in an Era of 
Strategic Competition’; Ashley Townshend and David Santoro, ‘Operationalising Deterrence in the Indo-
Pacific’, United States Studies Centre, April 2, 2020. 
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Recommendation 3: Pursue Appropriate Dialogue with China on Deterrence 
Signalling 

The hardening of strategic competition with China and growing risk of an inadvertent 
military crisis means that at least some minimum level of communication with China must 
continue, however and whenever possible. In future dialogue on strategic issues, the topic 
of deterrence signalling should be put on the table. This is a topic that has been covered 
before in U.S.-China Track 1.5 dialogues, but insufficient progress has been made, and 
misunderstandings likely remain on both sides. For example, as one recent report reviewing 
the history of U.S.-China Track 1.5 strategic dialogues revealed, Chinese experts believed 
limited attacks on U.S. space assets would be deescalatory in a crisis until told otherwise by 
U.S. participants.641 China’s rapid military progress and demonstrated willingness to use its 
military in ever more coercive ways means that this is an important topic of dialogue for 
Australia, the United States, and other regional countries to raise in their exchanges with the 
PLA and Chinese security specialists to better avoid a crisis becoming a conflict through 
misunderstanding or miscalculation. 

Getting the right participants from the Chinese side involved could be very challenging, 
but it would be essential for the dialogue to produce the most valuable results. Given the 
growing role of other services in an area once dominated by the PLARF, broader representation 
would likely make the dialogue much more useful and comprehensive. The growing roles the 
PLAN and PLAAF play in nuclear and conventional deterrence would make their participation 
important to provide an opportunity for a more comprehensive discussion. Similarly, PLASSF 
representation would be essential to understanding China’s increasing emphasis on deterrence 
in the space and cyber domains, and how its actions in those areas would fit in the broader 
context of its changing approach to deterrence signalling. 

                                                
641 Santoro and Gromoll, ‘On the Value of Nuclear Dialogue with China’. 
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I
n Xi Jinping’s ‘new era’, Chinese ambitions are increasingly global, its 

behaviour is increasingly aggressive, and its military is increasingly a leading 

edge of national power. China is also changing its approach to deterrence 

signalling in this ‘new era’ as it leverages growing military capabilities and 

the availability of new communications channels. 

This repor t is intended to help analysts and policymakers in Australia, the United 

States, and other countries better decipher Chinese deterrence signalling in 

this ‘new era’. For China, deterrence ( , weishe) is not simply the objective 

of forestalling an adversary’s undesired action, as in Western thinking—it also 

includes aspects of compellence, meaning that China often uses its military 

to coerce other countries to take actions Beijing desires. This repor t provides 

an analytic framework to interpret Chinese deterrence signalling and explores 

seven case studies of recent Chinese deterrence behaviour to illuminate what 

has stayed the same and what has changed in Chinese peacetime and crisis 

deterrence signalling.

Overall, although China’s capabilities and communication channels have 

changed, its fundamental approach to military deterrence signalling as a form 

of political coercion has not changed. Rather, Beijing is employing military 

deterrence signalling more frequently and in bolder ways to achieve its grander 

objectives. This means that analysts are likely to face an ever-greater task of 

deciphering this ever-expanding milieu to ensure that policymakers can separate 

the signal from the noise and respond to what matters (and look past what does 

not) to better manage future crises.
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