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— FOREWORD ——

The chapters in this volume were originally presented as papers
at the 2017 People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Conference convened by
the National Bureau of Asian Research (NBR), the Strategic Studies
Institute of the U.S. Army War College, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command,
and the Department of the Army. Organized around the theme
“Securing the China Dream: The PLA’s Role in a Time of Reform and
Change,” the conference focused on the impact of China’s changing
political landscape, military restructuring, and modernization on the
PLA’s ability to fulfill its strategic objective of fighting and winning
informationized local wars. The seven papers collected in this volume
examine how an increasingly advanced PLA capable of undertaking
complex joint operations approaches both long-standing missions in
support of core national objectives, such as reunification with Taiwan,
and emerging missions in support of China’s increasingly ambitious
foreign policy in the Xi Jinping era, such as the security of the Belt and
Road Initiative.

Convened annually at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle,
Pennsylvania, the PLA Conference assembles leading specialists from
academia, government, the military, and think tanks to examine key
trends in the study of China’s military. The 2017 conference coincided
with Xi’s consolidation of power at the 19th Party Congress in October of
that year. The meeting of party leaders cemented Xi’s political dominance
and entrenched China in its pursuit of his vision of national rejuvenation,
the “China dream.” Building a “world class” military is a central objective
of this vision. Against this backdrop, the conference explored the PLA’s
ongoing evolution into a more effective instrument for furthering the core
policy objectives of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP): sustaining a
favorable environment for political security and economic development,
gaining control of Taiwan, asserting China’s sovereignty in its near abroad,
and becoming a recognized leader on the world stage.

This volume analyzes the PLA’s role in securing the China dream by
focusing on three sets of research questions: how the PLA supports China’s
strategic goals and how ongoing reforms affect its operational capabilities;
how the PLA is preparing to fight and win local informationized wars;
and what the security implications of PLA modernization are for the
United States and its allies. Taken together, the first two focus areas



survey key missions and examine how the PLA is reforming itself to better
achieve them. The third focus area offers new perspectives on U.S. options
for responding to China’s military rise—not only at the broad strategic
level but also in devising and implementing specific policy frameworks in
domains such as U.S.-China military-to-military engagement.

While understanding the broad implications of China’s growing
military power is important, it is also critical to place these developments
within the particular contexts of both the PLA and the Chinese political
system. This volume builds on the vital work undertaken through the PLA
Conference and lays the groundwork for future research by contributing
to a growing body of scholarship derived largely from Chinese-language
research. Securing the China Dream: The PLA’s Role in a Time of Reform
and Change is an important addition to this literature that will enhance
our knowledge of China’s military. This is particularly germane as the
People’s Republic of China approaches the first of its twin centenary
milestones in 2021, the hundredth anniversary of the CCP’s founding.
In the years ahead, the PLA can be expected to assume even greater
prominence in China’s course as a nation.

The 2017 conference and volume were both collective efforts. NBR
is grateful for its longtime sponsors and partners the Strategic Studies
Institute of the U.S. Army War College; the China Strategic Focus
Group, Headquarters, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command; and Headquarters,
Department of the Army. Without their support, the research published
in this volume would not have been possible. Brian O’Keefe, Jessica Drun,
and Alison Szalwinski also deserve special thanks and acknowledgment
for their efforts in bringing about the 2017 conference.

Roy Kamphausen, David Lai, and Tiffany Ma
November 2020
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Chapter 1

The PLA at an Inflection Point

Tiffany Ma

This introductory chapter assesses the impact of key trends in China’s
political and security environment under Xi Jinping on the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA). To answer the question of where prospective
inflection points might lie, I focus on distinct developments under Xi
that may alter longer-term assumptions and judgments about the PLA’s
trajectory. Drawing on discussions at previous meetings of the PLA
Conference about internal and external drivers of PLA modernization
and evolutions in civil-military relations from Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping,
I address Xi’s increasing control of the military against the backdrop of
China’s changing external security environment. Looking ahead, I consider
whether U.S. assessments of China’s military power could reach a turning
point. In considering several possible inflection points, this introduction
offers a “big picture” framing for the 2017 conference discussions by
examining key trends in China’s military power.

Xi’s Consolidation of Political and Military Power

Although the PLA is a party army and remains subordinate to the party
through political transitions, Xi Jinping is arguably a more consequential
political and military leader than his immediate predecessors. Notably, his
growing political power has enabled him to reassert the party’s control over
the military, elevate his own role as a military leader, and push forward an
ambitious agenda for the PLA in securing China’s interests.

Prior to the 19th Party Congress, Xi was frequently described as the
most powerful leader since Deng Xiaoping, and he emerged from the

Tiffany Ma is a Senior Director at BowerGroupAsia. She was formerly senior director of Political and
Security Affairs at the National Bureau of Asian Research.



twice-a-decade event with an even tighter grip on power. Importantly, Xi
has amassed political capital and influence to match his ambitious agenda,
including major economic and military reforms, and to shore up his own
legacy as a “core leader”

Xi’s personalization of power has been supported by his embrace of
traditional ideology and new narratives to enhance both his legitimacy
and the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). On the one
hand, Xi has placed emphasis on traditional Chinese culture as well as
on Marxism to reinforce the CCP as the “inheritors of [China’s] imperial
past”! This is coupled with a rejection of Western ideas, as articulated in
the unofficially released Document No. 9—the contents of which serve to
justify and broaden the CCP’s control over society as part of an ideological,
and even existential, struggle.

While party control of the gun has remained constant over succeeding
generations of leadership—especially as the general secretary typically also is
the chair of the Central Military Commission (CMC)—Xi has tightened his
personal control and the party’s control of the PLA. In the quest for a strong
military capable of fighting to win, he has found that he needs a military that
is more disciplined, streamlined, and capable. The widespread anticorruption
campaign reached even the highest levels within the PLA, toppling two
former CMC vice chairs. As justified by the CMC in 2016, a reformed PLA
is necessary for responding to changes in the world, safeguarding national
security, and promoting broader national interests.? In step with the reforms,
the CMC was downsized at the 19th Party Congress, and the members are
closely aligned with Xi, further consolidating his control.” Xi has positioned
himself as a strong military leader, attaining the title of commander-in-chief
of the CMC’s Joint Operations Command in 2016. He was also addressed as
“chairman” instead of “leader” by PLA troops in Hong Kong in June 2017,
and before and after the 19th Party Congress certain high-ranking officials
called him lingxiu [49i4ll], a term of reverence that invokes the memories of
Mao Zedong.*

Moreover, Xi has crafted the narrative of a strong military as integral
to securing the “China dream,” which weaves together the pride and

! Tony Saich, “What Does General Secretary Xi Jinping Dream About?” Harvard Kennedy School,
Ash Center Occasional Papers, August 2017, 6.

% “Opinions of the Central Military Commission on Deepening National Defense and Army Reform;”
Xinhua, January 1, 2016.

3 Shunsuke Tabeta and Oki Nagai, “Xi Fills Top Military Posts with Loyalists;” Nikkei Asian Review,
October 26, 2017.

* Nectar Gan, “What Do You Call Xi Jinping?” South China Morning Post, October 22, 2017.
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aspirations that have long simmered in the consciousness of the Chinese
polity and public. The PLA occupies a prominent place in Xi’s vision. He
has stated that the China dream is the dream of a strong military, and PLA
modernization is likely aligned with the dream’s two centenary goals.®
Xi thus has articulated a clear vision for Chinese power projection and
military dominance.

This vision was reinforced by the track record of Xi’s first term,
which saw the PLA operate further abroad, including the opening of a
PLA base in Djibouti, new legislation allowing the PLA to conduct
overseas counterterrorism operations, and the use of military coercion to
unprecedented levels to secure “core interests” These trends have persisted
in Xi’s second term through continued expansion of the PLA’s overseas
military presence and activities, intensification of military pressure on
Taiwan, and stepped up efforts to advance and consolidate territorial
claims, particularly in the South China Sea. The emphasis on “preparations
for military struggle”—to be capable of fighting and winning, solving
major problems, and making practical preparations to enhance deterrence
and warfighting capabilities—is in sync with Xi’s calls for the PLA to be
“action ready” as well as to build capacity for “real combat” and enhance
“combat readiness.””

Through his increasingly unopposed political power, Xi has both
consolidated his own control over the military and reasserted the party’s
structural dominance of the military. The question thus arises of whether
this could represent an inflection point in civil-military relations if Xi’s
tighter grip on the military allows him to address challenges in China’s
internal and external environment in ways that his predecessors could not.

Growing Interests and Uncertainties in China’s
External Environment

Successive Chinese leaders have placed a premium on a “stable”
and “favorable” external environment. Linked to a “period of strategic

> U.S. Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments
Involving the People’s Republic of China (Washington, D.C., 2017), https://www.defense.gov/
Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2017_China_Military_Power_Report.PDF; and Edward Wong, “China’s
Communist Party Chief Acts to Bolster Military;” New York Times, December 14, 2012.

¢ Phoenix Kwong, “China Passes Landmark Law to Battle Terrorism at Home and Overseas;” South
China Morning Post, December 27, 2015.

7 Xi Jinping, The Governance of China, vol. 1 (Shanghai: Shanghai Press, 2015).
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opportunity;” assessed to be the first two decades of the 21st century, a
predictable external environment allows Beijing to devote more attention
and resources inward for economic development and other national
priorities. Indeed, Xi Jinping has a full domestic agenda. He must address
pressing socio-economic issues ranging from a slowing economy to
ethnic instability to political unrest in Hong Kong, and a stable external
environment is conducive to focusing on these domestic issues.

The PLA plays a central role in securing the external environment, and
China’s military thinking and strategy have evolved with its interests. Given
that “the national security issues facing China encompass far more subjects,
extend over a greater range, and cover a longer time span than at any
time in the country’s history;® the 2015 defense white paper promulgated
updated strategic guidelines that prioritized “winning informationized
local wars”—referring to potential conflicts along the country’s periphery,
likely in support of core interests.” Another important component of China’s
military strategy is the prominence of nonmilitary means, as exemplified by
the “three warfares,” to achieve strategic objectives, as is evident in the South
China Sea disputes.

However, the question remains whether China still perceives its external
environment to be as stable and favorable. Compared to the first decade
of the 21st century, there is currently greater volatility in China’s relations
with major powers. Japan’s political and military resurgence, coupled with
a reinvigorated U.S.-Japan alliance, is seen as unfavorable and disruptive
to China’s period of strategic opportunity.”’ China’s relationship with India
remains tense, even strained at times. Deepening cooperation with Russia
serves Chinese economic and security interests, but it remains to be seen
whether this is a relationship of convenience or a sustainable partnership.

The most important dyad in China’s major-power relations is
of course its relationship with the United States. Xi has advocated “a
new type of major-power relations,” a clear departure from Beijing’s
rejection of the similar G-2 concept only years earlier.’! According to one
prominent Chinese commentator, a “harmonious, prosperous, powerful,
yet responsible” United States is part of a favorable external environment

8 State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), China’s Military Strategy
(Beijing, May 2015), http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Database/ WhitePapers.

9 Ibid.

10 Xu Jian, “Rethinking China’s Period of Strategic Opportunity;” China Institute of International
Studies, May 28, 2014.

" Jinghan Zeng and Shaun Breslin, “China’s ‘New Type of Great Power Relations™: A G2 with Chinese
Characteristics?” International Affairs 92, no. 4 (2016): 773-94.
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to China.””? While China benefits from the U.S.-led order, it has chipped
away at U.S. hegemony in the region, seeing Washington as an obstacle
to, or at least a spoiler of, its core and other strategic interests. Notably,
China has accelerated efforts that “effectively displace, block, and deny U.S.
power.”" Similarly, it has sought to undermine the U.S. alliance network—
seen as a Cold War relic and a means of containment—and U.S. credibility
in the region more generally. China’s long-standing preoccupation with
U.S. power is reflected in PLA investments to hold at risk U.S. military and
strategic assets in the western Pacific. Real or perceived U.S. retrenchment
from the region—especially following the Trump administration’s
withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)—could invite China
to fill the vacuum and embolden it to further check U.S. influence, opening
room for potentially dangerous miscalculations.”

Beyond major-power dynamics, China has exhibited dissatisfaction
with other aspects of its external environment. It does not act like a status
quo power; rather, it has rejected the status quo through the use of military
power, including militarizing the South China Sea, retaining recourse to
force as an option in its quest for unification with Taiwan, and challenging
the regional security architecture. While it vehemently eschews “hegemony,”
China has sought to dominate its external environment through both carrots
(investment and infrastructure) and sticks (military and economic coercion
as well as psychological and legal warfare) to promote its national interests.

China’s changing view of its place in the world is instructive for
understanding the type of external environment that the PLA might be
directed to secure. Harking back to its historically central role, Beijing is
seeking to reassert its primacy in the Asia-Pacific.”” Toward this goal, it has
promoted regionalism through the concepts of a “community of common
destiny” and “Asia for Asians” to sideline the West. It has built up and
reinforced its leadership roles in regional architecture, such as through the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, to expand its
sphere of influence. Former defense secretary James Mattis commented
that China was, in effect, trying to “dictate” connectivity through the Belt

12 Zha Daojiang et al., “U.S.-China Flashpoints in the Age of Trump;” ChinaFile, January 18, 2017.
13 Patrick Cronin, “Chinese Regional Hegemony in Slow Motion,” War on the Rocks, May 18, 2015.

!4 US. National Intelligence Council, Global Trends: The Paradox of Progress (Washington, D.C., January
2017), https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/nic/GT-Full-Report.pdf.

15 Tbid.
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and Road Initiative (BRI).’ As it sees the world becoming more multipolar,
Beijing is launching a global campaign to reassert its “rightful place” in the
world. Xi’s desire for China to assume global leadership—as evidenced by
promotion of free trade at Davos, as well as championing the Paris accords
on climate change and development issues at the G-20—have effectively, if
not officially, eclipsed Deng Xiaoping’s maxim of “hiding one’s capabilities
and biding one’s time” This remains true even if China’s growing role has
come about partly by default, because “the original front-runners suddenly
fell back and pushed China to the front,” according to a Chinese official.””

As major-power dynamics in the region trend toward greater
competition, and as China intensifies its efforts to change the regional
and, to some extent, global order, the question arises whether the period
of strategic opportunity is drawing to a close as China increasingly utilizes,
or relies on, military strength and nonmilitary means to achieve political
ends. Regional instability and unfavorable global trends would distract,
and at worst derail, China from realizing its internal and external goals. If
Beijing no longer views the external environment as stable and favorable,
this raises the question of how such an inflection point would shape future
PLA thinking and strategy.

An Inflection Point in the U.S.-China Balance of Power?

Xi Jinping’s prioritization of a strong military and a central role for the
PLA in securing China’s external environment suggests that the U.S.-China
security relationship will continue to become more complex and possibly
more volatile. In the context of China’s growing power, is the balance of
power between the United States and China facing an inflection point?

As the PLA has evolved, so have assessments of its capabilities and
China’s strategic intentions. Notably, the 1989 Tiananmen massacre and the
1995-96 Taiwan Strait crisis served as key turning points. In the aftermath
of the former, the PLA lost credibility as a prospective partner for the United
States. Bilateral relations cooled, and military-to-military contacts and arms
sales were suspended. The 1995-96 Taiwan Strait crisis was the closest that
the United States and China have come to a military confrontation and

16 James Mattis and General Joseph A. Dunford Jr., “Political and Security Situation in Afghanistan,”
testimony before the Senate Committee on Armed Services, Washington, D.C., October 3, 2017.

'7 Josh Chin, “China Says Prepared to Lead Global Economy If Necessary,” Wall Street Journal, January
23,2017.
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demonstrated the PLA’ capability and intent to challenge U.S. interests in
the region.

In recent years, China has gone from a “strategic competitor” to a
“near-peer competitor.”*¥ As a near peer, China already poses a significant
challenge to U.S. interests in the region. For example, its military
installations in the South China Sea and PLA coercion against Taiwan are
more or less intractable. China’s military modernization, possibly with the
goal of achieving peer capability with the U.S. military,”” raises the questions
of whether the external, internal, and civil-military trends under Xi point
toward an inflection point, and if they do, what the timeline might be. The
International Institute for Strategic Studies has assessed that the PLA is
already at “near parity” with the United States and Western countries by
some measures such as airpower, and General Joseph Dunford, then the
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, remarked that China “probably poses
the greatest threat to our nation by about 2025.%

Looking ahead, judgments concerning parity and a possible inflection
point require significant nuance. Ample arguments still exist for why the
United States retains a strategic advantage over China and why China is
still far from displacing the United States as the regional hegemon.” Yet, if
we consider a future in which China does attain parity or peer-competitor
status, however those terms are defined, how might the United States best
position its strategy and planning given the increased urgency and costs of
dealing with the PLA’ regional and global ambitions?

18 Gabriel Dominguez, “DIA Chief Refers to China as ‘Near-Peer U.S. Competitor;” Jane’s Defence
Weekly, May 24, 2017.

19 U.S. Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress.

20 “Chinese Weapons, Warplanes Reaching ‘Near-Parity’ with West, Study Says,” Japan Times, February
15, 2017; and Ryan Browne, “Top U.S. General: China Will Be ‘Greatest Threat’ to U.S. by 2025,
CNN, September 27, 2017.

! Michael S. Chase et al., China’s Incomplete Military Transformation: Assessing the Weaknesses of the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2015).
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Chapter 2

World Class: The Logic of China'’s
Strategy and Global Military Ambitions

Daniel Tobin

Xi Jinping’s report to the 19th Party Congress of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) proclaimed a “new era for socialism with Chinese
characteristics”’ He framed the new era, however, not only as defined by
new conditions but also as the period in which the party’s consistent aim of
restoring China’s place in the world will finally be fulfilled. Furthermore, Xi
made clear that these ambitions are global, not only regional. The party now
promised that China would become “a global leader in terms of composite
national strength and international influence” (25 [ 711 [ Bix 510 /745
Je B E ZX) by midcentury.? Such aspirations also extended to the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA), which Xi charged to be “fully transformed into
world-class forces” (4 [H 22 it 7t — I 42BN )2

This chapter argues that to understand what the party’s newly
publicized—yet, to date, vaguely specified—long-term goals for its military
mean for Washington, it is crucial to understand how the objective of
a “world class” military flows from the enduring logic driving the party’s
strategy for China throughout its rule. This consistent logic—gleaned from

Daniel Tobin is a member of the China Studies faculty at the National Intelligence University and a
Senior Associate (Non-resident) for the Freeman Chair in China Studies at the Center for Strategic and
International Studies.

The views expressed in this essay are the author’s alone and do not represent those of National Intelligence
University, the United States Indo-Pacific Command, the Department of Defense, or any other agency
of the U.S. government.

! 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,” October 18,
2017, i, available from http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/Xi_Jinping’s_report_at_19th_
CPC_National_Congress.pdf.

2 Ibid., 25.
3 Ibid., 48.



the party’s authoritative, public documents—can be expressed in three
points.” Each one counters a prevalent cliché about the party’s motivation
among Western observers. For each, the 19th Party Congress also heralds
a new phase of intensifying rivalry between China and the United States.

First, the widespread characterization of the party’s leaders after Mao
Zedong as primarily reactive and focused above all on retaining power
underplays Beijing’s ambition and continuity of purpose. On the contrary,
the party’s highest aim throughout its rule has been to make China a leading,
modern country via long-term planning and target-setting. For the PLA in
turn, status—not security alone—drives its modernization goals.

Second, the common narrative that Beijing traded socialist ideals for
economic growth and nationalism as the basis of its legitimacy in the wake
of the Soviet Union’s collapse misses the party’s unswerving portrayal of
socialism as the irreplaceable instrument of national salvation. The party’s
leaders have consistently seen their governing system as domestically and
internationally contested. Yet, far from abandoning competition with
the West, the enduring aim of the party’s reforms has been to ultimately
demonstrate socialism’s superiority. For the PLA, this means both that
the military is part of an integrated, whole-of-nation systems contest and
that the risks of failure on the battlefield include delegitimizing socialism
in China.

Finally, a third point flows from the first two. Some observers read
China’s ambitions as limited to regional predominance. Yet to achieve “the
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation,” the party must obtain not only security
for but also recognition of China as a leading country. For Beijing, this means
replacing threatening components of the U.S.-led international order with
features that instead embrace both China’s socialist system and the country’s
status as a global leader. For the PLA, this requires backstopping the party’s
efforts to reshape the international order by seizing the initiative in global
military competition and taking on more international responsibilities to
showcase China’s contributions to humanity.

* This chapter’s approach to reading China’ strategy via authoritative, public documents draws upon
the pioneering work of Timothy R. Heath in “What Does China Want? Discerning the PRC’s National
Strategy,” Asian Security 8, no. 1 (2012): 54-72; and Timothy R. Heath, China’s New Governing Party
Paradigm: Political Renewal and the Pursuit of National Rejuvenation (Burlington: Ashgate, 2014).
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Making China Great Again (at Last)

A prevalent cliché about Chinese politics among external observers
is that the party’s highest goal is to retain its power.” This view, prominent
since the 1989 Tiananmen demonstrations and the collapse of Communism
in the Soviet Union, leads to an image of China’s leaders as defensive and
status quo—oriented, forever reacting to a boiling cauldron of domestic and
international problems. Such a portrait, however, obscures both the party’s
agency and the consistency of its objectives.

Since his first days in office, Xi Jinping has sought to underline the
steadiness of the party’s aims across the Mao Zedong and post-Mao
periods® and to invoke an even longer continuity by talking about “the great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” as “the greatest dream of the Chinese
people since the advent of modern times.”” At the 19th Party Congress, Xi
further called national rejuvenation “the original aspiration and mission” of
the party.® Are these assertions of continuity mere invented tradition? This
chapter argues they are not.

A reading of the party’s own high-level documents and speeches over
time reveals that it has expressed a consistent, overarching goal throughout
its rule: building “a modern, powerful socialist country” Indeed, while
thumbnail accounts of the dawn of the post-Mao reform era at the 3rd
Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee in December 1978 maintain
that the party shifted the priority of its work from Maoist class struggle to
economic growth, the actual language of the plenum’s decision identifies
the change not as a shift toward economic development but rather as the
restoration of socialist modernization as Beijing’s overarching end.” That
modernization project, moreover, has always been first and foremost an
explicitly nationalist one designed to restore China’s place in the world lost
during the mid-nineteenth century’s Opium Wars. Equally crucial, both

® See, for example, Stein Ringen, The Perfect Dictatorship: China in the 21st Century (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong University Press, 2016), 3.

¢ Xi Jinping, “Uphold and Develop Socialism with Chinese Characteristics;” in The Governance of
China (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2014), 24-25.

7 Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory;” 11. See also Xi Jinping, “Achieving Rejuvenation Is the Dream of the
Chinese People,” in The Governance of China, 38.

8 Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory; i.

? “Communique of the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party

of China,” December 29, 1978, available from http://www.bjreview.com/Special_Reports/2018/40th_
Anniversary_of_Reform_and_Opening_up/Timeline/201806/t20180626_800133641.
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Mao and Deng Xiaoping identified the goal as not merely to catch-up with
“the most advanced countries” but to pass them."

To go further, far from the image of party leadership as muddling
through, Beijing has systematically pursued modernity and power under
Mao, Deng, and their successors via five-year plans and longer-term targets
refined and elaborated on as they are approached. Xi frequently talks about
achieving the objectives associated with two centenary goals pinned to the
one-hundredth anniversaries of the party (2021) and the People’s Republic
of China (2049). These are not his inventions. The 2049 deadline for fully
achieving national rejuvenation is the final step in a three-step strategic plan
for modernization that the 13th Party Congress outlined in 1987."

Without doubt, Beijing’s vision of what a modern, powerful China
should look like has changed over time—neither Mao nor Deng, for
example, envisioned, as Xi now does, making China into a cyberpower."?
But the common denominator has been a comprehensive modernity that
would make China a leading country. Indeed, even the functional policy
areas in which the party seeks to realize this vision exhibit great consistency.
Then general-secretary Zhao Ziyang’s 1987 encapsulation of the midcentury
end state for China as “a strong, modern, democratic, and culturally
advanced socialist country” (& 5% KA. SCH#ES 3 LB
2%) remains the party’s explicit goal as expressed in the preamble of its
constitution.”” Only three words have been added to the phrase since: the
word “harmonious” (A1, in 2007 to reflect prioritization of social welfare),
the word “beautiful” (3£, in 2017 to reflect prioritization of a clean
environment), and an extra “5i” (strong or powerful) added in front of [E 5
(country) (also in 2017, which the official translation rendered as “great”).
Thus, the 19th Party Congress’s affirmation of the party’s interim goals for

10 See Mao Zedong, “Strengthen Party Unity and Carry Forward Party Traditions,” in Selected Works of
Mao Tse-tung, vol. 5 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1977), 314-15; and Deng Xiaoping, “Uphold
the Four Cardinal Principles,” in Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, vol. 2, 1975-1982 (Beijing: Foreign
Languages Press, 1984), 174-76.

! Xj, “Achieving Rejuvenation Is the Dream of the Chinese People;” 38; and Xi Jinping, “Study, Disseminate,
and Implement the Guiding Principles of the 18th CPC National Congress,” in The Governance of China,
12, 21-22. For the language in the 13th Party Congress report, see Zhao Ziyang, “Advance Along the
Road of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics,” in Documents of the Thirteenth National Congress of
the Communist Party of China (1987) (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1987), 18.

12 Xi Jinping, “Build China into a Cyberpower;” in The Governance of China, 218-20.

13 See Zhao on the party’s “basic line” in “Advance Along the Road of Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics,” 16-17.

M rp [E 2L 7 B2 [Constitution of the Communist Party of China], October 21, 2007, http://cpc.
people.com.cn/GB/64162/64168/106155/106156/6439183.html; and Constitution of the Communist
Party of China, October 24, 2017, available from http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/download/
Constitution_of_the_Communist_Party_of_China.pdf.
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2020, identification of new interim targets for 2035, and elaboration on goals
for the midcentury constituted merely the latest iteration of a decades-long
effort to restore China’s place in the world via long-term planning.”

In view of all this continuity, what is the significance of the new era
proclaimed by Xi at the 19th Party Congress? In broad terms, the new
era means China’s modernization has reached a stage both where its
achievements afford it a leading global role and where China must begin
exercising such a role if it is to attain national rejuvenation by midcentury.
Indeed, since the 19th Party Congress, Beijing has insisted that the new
era has implications “of tremendous importance” for the history of its
development, the development of “international socialism,” and “the
development of human society”’® Each one of these goals corresponds to
one of the three points of logic addressed in this chapter.

With respect to Chinas development, for decades Beijing had
described the major problem the party faces—which it calls “the principal
contradiction”—as “between the growing material and cultural needs of
the people and the backwardness of social production.””” In other words,
the biggest problem was addressing China’s economic backwardness. By
contrast, Xi’s report to the 19th Party Congress maintained:

What we now face is the contradiction between unbalanced and inadequate
development and the people’s ever-growing needs for a better life. China has
seen the basic needs of over a billion people met, has basically made it possible
for people to live decent lives, and will soon bring the building of a moderately
prosperous society to a successful completion. The needs to be met for the
people to live better lives are increasingly broad. Not only have their material
and cultural needs grown; their demands for democracy, rule of law, fairness
and justice, security, and a better environment are increasing. At the same time,
China’s overall productive forces have significantly improved and in many areas
our production capacity leads the world."” [emphasis added]

What this means is that China’s development and modernization efforts
are no longer centered on catching up but on the more difficult challenge of
assuming and keeping the lead in international competition.”” On the one
hand, the party recognizes that, with China now the number two economy

!5 See Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory; 23-25.

¢ Ibid., 11.

'7 Resolution on CPC History (1949-81) (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1981), 76.
18 Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory,” 9-10.

1 Xi Jinping, “Build China into a World Leader in Science and Technology;” in Governance of China II
(Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2017), 293-94; and “7E20184F 411 [ JF 25 L JHE” [Address
at the 2018 New Year’s Gathering], People’s Daily, February 15, 2018, 2, available from http://politics.
people.com.cn/n1/2018/0215/c1001-29824702.html.
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in the world, it must deliver on other aspects of modernity (such as a clean
environment and justice) that people begin to desire once their basic material
and security needs are met. Yet it also means that the party now judges that
in multiple realms of international competition China has progressed to the
stage where it must begin to help design and set international standards (not
simply accept them) if it is to protect its interests and assume a position of
leadership by midcentury. Xi underscored this point in a 2016 speech to a
Politburo collective study session on “global governance” (£=¥kif 2#).% Both
of these imperatives for China’s development (delivering on the full meaning
of “a better life” and seizing the lead in international competition) will place
its socialist system into greater competition with other systems than when
Beijing’s sole aim was to catch up. It is clear from the 19th Party Congress
that one of these key competitive areas is the military. Indeed, Xi’s report in
one place appears to define the new era as the one in which military power
will provide the final stepping-stone to great power status:

This is what socialism with Chinese characteristics entering a new era means:
The Chinese nation, which since modern times began had endured so much
for so long, has achieved a tremendous transformation: it has stood up, grown
rich, and is becoming strong; it has come to embrace the brilliant prospects of
rejuvenation.”’ [emphasis added]

The report goes on to identify the goal of building “world class” military
forces as one of eight things that Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with
Chinese Characteristics for a New Era makes clear.”? How should this inform
views of the PLA?

The Dream of a Strong Military

China has released two defense white papers during Xi Jinping’s tenure:
China’s Military Strategy (/' [E [ 22 5 [ B ) in 2015 and China’s National
Defense in the New Era GHTINAQHTH [E [E F7) in 2019. In talking about the
PLA’s missions (f§i7i7) and strategic tasks (f#%{F:5%), the 2015 white paper
describes national rejuvenation as China’s national strategic goal ([F 5% i %
H #7) and employs Xi’s often recited language that “the Chinese Dream is to
make the country strong. China’s armed forces take their dream of making

0 Xi Jinping, “Improve Our Ability to Participate in Global Governance,” in The Governance of China
11, 487-90.

2 Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory;” 9.

2 Tbid., 16.
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the military strong as part of the Chinese Dream. Without a strong military,
a country can be neither safe nor strong”# The 2019 white paper, which is
focused more explicitly on placing China’s defense policies in the context
of its overall national strategy, affirms that “building a fortified national
defense and a strong military commensurate with the country’s international
standing and its security and development interests is a strategic task for
China’s socialist modernization” (emphasis added).?* What such passages
underscore is that the party’s goal of a strong military is not simply the
instrumental one of providing safety or security (the same word, %4, in
Chinese), but strength as an end in itself—i.e., a component of what national
rejuvenation looks like.”

This perspective contrasts with what have been, for decades, two of the
dominant research agendas in Western PLA studies, which have examined
how China’s military is seeking to compete with the United States from a
position of relative weakness in contingencies on China’s periphery (most
notably over Taiwan) and how China’s expanding international interests are
pulling the PLA into a greater external role.”® Both narratives are accurate
but incomplete. In addition to the pull of providing security, the push of
great-power status in explaining the PLA's modernization goals must also
be considered.

In one sense, the dream of military power—via Beijing’s consistent use
of the adjective “powerful” or “strong”—has always been at the heart of the
modern socialist country the party seeks to build. Indeed, the PLA’ status as
a lagging component of China’s composite national power has not reflected a
lack of purpose or commitment but rather the legacy of the party’s strategic
assessment in the mid-1980s under Deng Xiaoping that major war was
unlikely in the near term. China could afford to concentrate on economic
development with the express calculation that this would facilitate future

# State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), China’s Military
Strategy (Beijing, May 2015), available from http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2015-
05/26/c_134271001.htm.

24 State Council Information Office (PRC), China’s National Defense in the New Era (Beijing, July 2019),
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/news/2019-07/24/content_4846443.htm.

 See, for example, the unsigned article “B5t%, 4835 7 — i 7 A — B4 B AxTH 4 [E B 1 ZE
BAIARAL (¥ % i 22 4lF” [Leaping Toward World-Class Military Forces: How to Understand the
Strategic Arrangements for Comprehensively Modernizing the Military and National Defense],
People’s Liberation Army Daily, November 14, 2018, available from http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/
content/2018-11/14/content_220624.htm.

%6 See two earlier conference volumes in this series: Roy Kamphausen and Andrew Scobell, eds.,
Right-Sizing the People’s Liberation Army (Carlisle: U.S. Army War College, 2007); and Roy
Kamphausen and Andrew Scobell, eds., The PLA at Home and Abroad: Assessing the Operational
Capabilities of China’s Military (Carlisle: U.S. Army War College, 2010).
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military modernization on a much higher plane.” The Chinese military, like
the party and government, has long possessed a three-step modernization
plan ending in full modernization by midcentury. As outlined by Jiang
Zemin in a speech to the Central Military Commission (CMC) in the wake
of the 15th Party Congress in 1997, the plan originally contained targets for
2010, 2020, and midcentury.”

What is more recent is an explicit, public connection between the party’s
midcentury end state for its military and China’s relative status in a global
perspective. The 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-20) talked about the midcentury
goal in such terms when it framed the 2020 targets as “laying a more solid
foundation for progress toward realizing the goal of a strong military and
building a world-class military”? Further, in adopting world-class as the
second of two long-term targets in place of the prior goal of attaining full
modernization by midcentury, the 19th Party Congress explicitly accelerated
the PLA’ long-term modernization targets by fifteen years.” The 1997 three-
part plan had called for military modernization to be complete in 2049, but
the 19th Party Congress now urged that “the modernization of our national
defense and our forces” should be “basically completed” by 2035.” Indeed, at
an August 2017 rally commemorating the 90th anniversary of the founding
of the PLA, Xi stated: “We feel more strongly than ever that in order to
achieve national rejuvenation and better lives for the people, we must speed
up the building of the people’s military into a world-class force”*

Beijing recognizes that the very decision to contend for global
leadership is liable to provoke resistance. Xi frequently intones that today
the party is “closer, more confident, and more capable than ever before of
making the goal of national rejuvenation a reality”* Yet China’s military also
commonly references language in a March 2013 speech to PLA delegates at
the National People’s Congress (NPC), in which Xi declared: “The more our

¥ Deng Xiaoping, “Speech at an Enlarged Meeting of the Military Commission of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China,” in Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, vol. 3, 1982-1992
(Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1994), 133.

8 Jiang Zemin, “Review and Summary of the Central Military Commission’s Work over the Last Ten
Years,” in Selected Works of Jiang Zemin, vol. 2 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2012), 462-63.

2 R E MR (EBNEBRJE = HMRIZNED [The Central Military Commission Has Issued
the “Outline for the Thirteenth Five-Year Plan for Military Building and Development”], Xinhua,
May 12, 2016, http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2016-05/12/c_1118855988.htm.

% Central Propaganda Department, >3~ A o B 45 ik 22 1 SUEAE=1-9f [Thirty Lectures
on Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era] (Beijing: Study
Publishing House, 2018), 272.

3! Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory;” 48.
*2 Xi Jinping, “Continue to Strengthen Our Military;” in The Governance of China II, 452.

¥ Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory;” 13.
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strength develops, the greater the resistance pressure and the more external
risks we will face. This is an unavoidable challenge on our country’s path
from big to strong. It is an unavoidable threshold we must cross to achieve
the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”*

What is the source of this resistance Xi is concerned about? Does the
party’s idea about becoming strong mean building a global military that is
the peer of—or even surpasses—the United States? A statement Xi made
in the same March 2013 speech to the NPC quoted above is suggestive. He
quoted the traditional proverb that “there is no first place in literature, and
no second place in military affairs”* Beijing almost certainly does aspire
to place first, but it remains too coy to say so outright. To make further
progress on these questions, however, we need to consider the next two
points of enduring logic driving China’s strategy.

The Belief That Only Socialism Can Save China

In his first speech to the Politburo as general secretary in November 2012,
Xi Jinping echoed each of his post-Mao predecessors in insisting: “[O]nly
socialism can save China, and only Chinese socialism can lead our country
to development” (R AL F XA e B, RAEFr a3 8
fie & i H [E).% This frequently repeated language contrasts with a second
persistent cliché among Western observers, which alleges that in the wake
of the collapse of Communism in the Soviet Union, China’s leaders tacitly
traded Communism, Marxist-Leninism, or even “socialism with Chinese
characteristics” for nationalism and economic growth as their new bases for
legitimacy. Such a view neglects how Beijing has, from the beginning, linked
its commitment to socialism to the nationalist project of restoring China’s
place in the world. The incumbent view also leads to a misreading of what
the party means by “reform” and to a colossal underestimation of China’s
dedication to systems competition and ideological rivalry with the West.

3 BRI — 4B A [Strong Military, Episode 1: “The Dream”], China Central Television, September
30, 2017, available from http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TUYpfNSpELk.

% Xi Jinping, “AE FAETIEAEFYH T K9 H AR5 78 B SO SESRFEREAT HEOLAE KU R
[ ZZEA” [Firmly Grasp Our Party’s Goal of a Strong Military in the New Situation and Work Hard
to Construct a People’s Liberation Army that Obeys the Party’s Commands, Can Fight and Win,
and Has a Good Work Style], in >J 3/ ~F [ 5 F1 22 A 7 15 8 12 18 % 4w [A Selection of Xi Jinping’s
Important Expositions on National Defense and Military Building] (Beijing: People’s Liberation
Army Press, 2014), 91.

* Xi, “Study, Disseminate, and Implement the Guiding Principles of the 18th CPC National Congress,” 7.
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Western observers often think about socialism in terms of specific
ideological commitments or ideas about how the economy and society
should be organized and governed. Among the images the word conjures are
a planned economy, state ownership of the economy, and a European-style
social welfare state. By contrast—and this is the second enduring point of
logic driving the party’s strategy—Beijing has consistently seen socialism
as a holistic instrument to realize the nationalist aims of development,
modernity, and power.”” The party today defines socialism with Chinese
characteristics as comprising the following elements:

o a “path” (JE %) that will deliver modernization

o a“theory” (BLiL /4 %; literally “theory system”) that allows the party to
identify the correct policies to achieve national rejuvenation

o a“system” (| &) of institutions that ensures progress and development
(incorporating both China’s political and economic systems)*

« a “culture” (3ZfL) as a source of strength and motivation®

While the party has tinkered with its definition of socialism with
Chinese characteristics since Deng Xiaoping coined the phrase in 1982, all
four of the above current themes are consistent both with how it understands
socialism under Mao and with the story the party has repeatedly told itself
and the Chinese people about its right to rule.”

From Mao to Xi, party leaders have argued that other Chinese patriots
tried to revive China in the twentieth century but failed.* Capitalist
democracy proved too weak in 1919 when Germany’s colonial privileges
in China were given to imperial Japan at the Paris Peace Conference.
By contrast, the party maintains that only the path of socialist dictatorship*?
could restore China’s sovereignty by expelling the imperial powers after

%7 Since 1992, the “general program” of the party’s constitution has explicitly identified the criteria for
judging the party’s work not only in terms of development and of the people’s welfare but also in
terms of whether it increases the composite strength of the socialist state (23 2= X F ZK 155 H 17).

8 See Xi, “Study, Disseminate, and Implement the Guiding Principles of the 18th CPC National
Congress,” 10, 20-21.

¥ Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory,” 14.

0 See Deng Xiaoping, “Opening Speech at the Twelfth National Congress of the Communist Party of
China,” in Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, vol. 3, 13-16. From 1987, every report presented by a
general secretary to a Party Congress has included “socialism with Chinese characteristics” in its title.
For the texts of Party Congress reports, see http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/64168/index.html.

4l See Mao Zedong, “On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship,” in Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung,
vol. 4 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1965), 411-24.

2 Mao Zedong, “The Chinese People Have Stood Up!” in Selected Works of Mao Tse-Tung, vol. 5, 15-18;
and Resolution on CPC History (1949-81), 3-13.
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1949, protecting China’s security in the decades since,” and marshaling the
collective effort for development.” The consistent case the party makes for
its system includes the assertion that a dominant role for public ownership
of the economy is necessary because China’s pre-1949 society suffered
from a form of capitalism that was mixed with exploitation by the imperial
powers and retarded China’s modernization and development, a condition
that could return if China fully privatized its economy.” The party’s case
for its theory as an instrument of national salvation is Marxisn’s historical
materialist claim to be able to make scientific judgments about the world.*
Finally, socialism’s promise to deliver what Mao called an “advanced
culture” by which China could become modern and internationally
respected—over and against what many Chinese intellectuals then regarded
as the superstition and corruption of traditional Chinese culture—remains
a core component of the party’s militantly secular, modernist faith. This
can be seen in high-level party discussions of culture down to this day,
even as Beijing now also seeks both to appropriate the prestige of those
parts of China’s traditional culture it does not find threatening and to
ward off the influence of Western political values that could challenge
its governance system.*’

The party’s commitment to socialism as the only instrument of national
salvation, however, also places its rule under constant threat. Beijing
realizes that its socialist path is not universally acknowledged as correct and
legitimate. Instead, the party has always seen its system as both domestically
and internationally contested. Indeed, China’s leaders from Mao to Xi have
viewed the West as seeking to overturn its socialist system via both “peaceful
evolution” and “hostile Western forces” combining with forces within China

43 On the possibility of falling back into colonial exploitation if China abandoned its political system,
see Deng, “Uphold the Four Cardinal Principles,” 174; and Xi Jinping, “Uphold and Consolidate the
Party’s Ideological Leadership,” in The Governance of China II, 356.

4

=

Even before China’s breathtaking economic growth of the past decades, Chinese leaders maintained
that socialism’s capacity to marshal collective effort was the only means to address China’s
backwardness. Deng Xiaoping, “In the First Decade, Prepare of the Second,” in Selected Works of
Deng Xiaoping, vol. 3, 26; and Deng, “Uphold the Four Cardinal Principles,” 174-76.

4

&

See Mao Zedong, “The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist Party;” in Selected Works
of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 2 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1965), 305-34; and Deng Xiaoping, “We
Shall Draw on Historical Experience and Guard Against Wrong Tendencies,” in Selected Works of
Deng Xiaoping, vol. 3, 224-27.

4

>

Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory,” 15-16.

47 See Mao, “The Chinese People Have Stood Up!” 18; Mao Zedong, “On Coalition Government,” in

Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 3 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1967), 254-55; Jiang Zemin,
“Speech at a Meeting Celebrating the 80th Anniversary of the Founding of the Communist Party of
China,” in Selected Works of Jiang Zemin, vol. 3 (Beijing, Foreign Languages Press, 2013), 270-73;
and Xi Jinping, “Enhance China’s Cultural Soft Power;” in The Governance of China, 178-80.
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to split the country and change its political system. Further, China has long
believed that its growing integration with the world—necessary to sustain its
rise—increases pressure on its domestic governance system. This challenge
is at the heart of the “holistic approach to national security” (&4 [E 5 %
4=WL) the party has promoted during Xi’s tenure. The holistic approach to
national security (part of the basic policy of the new era) and the formal
National Security Commission Xi inaugurated and charged with building
a national security system to implement this approach have a much wider
scope than implied by the terms in English. They encompass both internal
and external security across a breadth of issues.”

The party’s post-Mao response to its internal and external challenges,
however, has not been to simply muddle through as best it can. Rather,
Beijing has engaged in a process of continuous retooling of its governance
system designed to improve its effectiveness and ultimately, in Deng
Xiaoping’s phrase, prove “the superiority of China’s socialist system.”*
This, and not the piecemeal convergence with Western capitalist
democracy that many external observers hoped for, is what the party has
consistently meant by “reform.” Xi’s three-volume collection of speeches,
The Governance of China, is designed to promote what the party regards as
its success in this effort and to outline for domestic and internal audiences
Beijing’s next steps.”

In this area of holistic-systems competition with the West, the 19th
Party Congress also constituted a watershed moment. For some time after
the Soviet Union’s collapse, a joke in wide circulation among the Chinese
public turned the “only socialism can save China” axiom on its head to
observe that “only China can save socialism”*' Xi’s speech to the 19th
Party Congress, however, transforms this distinction into proof of China’s
greatness in describing the meaning of the new era:

It means that scientific socialism is full of vitality in 21st century China, and that
the banner of socialism with Chinese characteristics is now flying high and proud
for all to see. It means that the path, the theory, the system, and the culture of
socialism with Chinese characteristics have kept developing, blazing a new trail
for other developing countries to achieve modernization. It offers a new option
for other countries and nations who want to speed up their development while

8 Xi Jinping, “A Holistic View of National Security;” in The Governance of China, 222.

* The 8th, 12th, 13th, 14th, 16th, 18th, and 19th Party Congress reports all contain versions of this
phrase about the “superiority” (fliif&{%:) of socialism or the socialist system, available from http://
cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/64168/index.html.

%0 See the “Publisher’s Note” at the beginning of The Governance of China.

5! Chi Shi-sheng, The Politics of Disillusionment: The Chinese Communist Party Under Deng Xiaoping,
1978-1989 (Armonk: MLE. Sharpe, 1991), 275.
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preserving their independence; and it offers Chinese wisdom and a Chinese
approach to solving the problems facing mankind.>® [emphasis added]

This passage represents a huge change from the party’s leaders’ modesty
in recent decades about China’s system as a model for others. In the new
era, the success of China’s rise in the last few decades—the party now
believes—ought not only to restore the prestige of international socialism
but also to credit China with discovery of a new road to modernity.** In the
wake of international media attention to this passage, the party has sought
to dampen international concern by publicly denying that Beijing seeks
to export its model. Yet Xi made this vow in a venue whose very purpose
was to promote China’s vision of the international order and its domestic
governance as an exemplar.”

Indeed, the party’s pride in the achievements of its system, promotion
of its “wisdom” (£ £%) as “a new option” (Z=HT1iE+¥) for other countries,
and domestic exhortation to “have confidence” in the four-part definition
of socialism with Chinese characteristics noted above are intertwined.
Perfecting the socialist system so that it can generate achievements at
home will inspire prestige abroad. Recognition abroad will help shore up
legitimacy at home. At least, that is what Beijing hopes. How does this
systems competition relate to the PLA’s goal of a world-class military?

The PLA's “Three Able or Nots”

The PLAS status as a party (rather than a national) army places it at the
heart of Beijing’s systems competition with the West in several ways.

The first of these is a bedrock responsibility to defend the party’s socialist
system from internal as well as external challenges. Just as the party regards
its socialist system as the “fundamental institutional guarantee for progress
and development,” it calls the PLA the “strong guarantee” for achieving

52 Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory;’ 9.

%3 See, for example, the widely noted frontpage editorial under the pen name Manifesto (& &), “&
S KA P I 7 2L HT” [Firmly Grasp the Promising Period of Historic Opportunity],
People’s Daily, January 14, 2018, available from http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2018/0114/¢1003-
29763751.html.

> See “China Will Not ‘Export’ Chinese Model: Xi,” Xinhua, December 1, 2017, http://xinhuanet.
com/english/2017-12/01/c_136793833.htm; and “Xi Calls on World Political Parties to Build
Community with Shared Future,” Xinhua, December 2, 2017, http://xinhuanet.com/english/2017-
12/02/c_136794028.htm.
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national rejuvenation.” Beijing’s 2015 and 2019 defense white papers both
affirm language associated with the “missions in the new historical period”
as outlined by Hu Jintao in 2004 and their subordination to national
rejuvenation.”® These missions, however, begin with a pledge to “resolutely
uphold the leadership of the CCP and the socialist system with Chinese
characteristics” Both white papers also emphasize the subordination of
the PLA’s military strategy to the “holistic approach to national security”
noted above. Indeed, Xi Jinping’s overarching guidance for the PLA is to
be “a people’s armed forces that faithfully follow the party’s commands, are
able to win and exemplary in conduct” (W 3¢ 844, 4T HELL, 7E XL R ).
Notably, only one of the three parts of Xi’s formula (“able to win”) refers to
the PLA’s operational capabilities. The other two speak to the same fears of
ideological subversion and corruption the civilian party faces.

Second, if the PLA must spend two-thirds of its effort ensuring its
reliability as an instrument to defend the party’s rule, the risks it bears for
the party in the category of “able to win” are also prodigious. As discussed,
Beijing has both consistently rested its legitimacy on “saving” China via
socialism and seen the claim that socialism represents the best instrument
as contested. At the first meeting of a CMC leading small group that
would direct the major military reforms initiated to coincide with the
13th Five-Year Plan, Xi framed them as aimed at “giving better play to the
advantages of the socialist military system with Chinese characteristics.”*
What if, instead, the reforms do not produce a PLA capable of winning
a modern war? If a democracy loses a war, its ruling party might suffer
at the polls in the next election, but its constitution and the legitimacy of
its fundamental political system is unlikely to be at stake. For the CCP, by
contrast, which as recently as the 19th Party Congress framed “achieving
China’s full reunification” (i.e., with Taiwan) as “essential to realizing
national rejuvenation,” a military bid that fails could implicate not just the

%% See, for example, Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory,” 14; and State Council Information Office (PRC),
China’s Military Strategy.

% State Council Information Office (PRC), China’s Military Strategy; and Hu Jintao, “F % /£ #itth 4l
SETBY B 1R I3 525 4 [Our Military’s Historic Missions in the New Century and the New Stage], in
Selected Works of Hu Jintao, vol. 2 (Beijing: People’s Publishing House, 2016), 256-62. The seminal
piece of Western scholarship is Daniel M. Hartnett, “The ‘New Historic Missions™: Reflections on
Hu Jintao's Military Legacy,” in Assessing the People’s Liberation Army in the Hu Jintao Era, ed. Roy
Kamphausen, David Lai, and Travis Tanner (Carlisle: U.S. Army War College, 2014), 31-80.

%7 Xi Jinping, “Build People’s Armed Forces That Follow the Party’s Commands, Are Able to Win and
Exemplary in Conduct,” in The Governance of China, 242.

S «SJIET: LASRE H bR 5140 E B AT ZE PLSCE” [Xi Jinping: Use the Strong Military Goal to
Guide National Defense and Military Reforms], Xinhua, March 15, 2014, http://xinhuanet.com/
politics/2014-03/15/c_119785243.htm.
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PLA but undermine the legitimacy of the socialist path.** A China Central
Television documentary about Xi’s military reforms broadcast in 2017
conveys the reforms’ urgency in terms of the party’s doubts about both the
PLAs political and military reliability. It quotes Xi, not long after becoming
CMC chairman, as having declared:

What I think about most is whether, when our Party and the people need it,
our military forces will be able to hold onto the party’s absolute leadership from
first to last, will be able to pull together to win, and whether commanders at all
levels will be able to lead troops to victory.*’

These “three able or nots” (=M fi£) echo similar encapsulations of doubt
leveled at the PLA by his predecessors Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao.”

There is, however, a third way in which the PLA is indelibly linked to
the party’s systems competition with the West. The PLA’ role as an integral
element of the overall competition is not limited to providing security for
the party’s rule and the country. It extends to helping meet China’s broader
development and modernization challenges via military-civilian integrated
development.®

In the Mao era, the party encouraged the PLA to assist in economic
production, but in recent decades Beijing has increasingly pushed the PLA
to both contribute to and benefit from China’s overall economic, scientific,
and technological competition.® Hu Jintao had sounded the theme of
military-civilian integrated development (% [&fli& & Ji£), but Xi has
elevated it to a national strategy and built a new high-level institution, the
Central Commission for Integrated Military and Civilian Development, to

%9 Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory;” 21.

 China Central Television, 2 =%E fil i [Strong Military, Episode 3: “Winning”], available from
http://tv.cctv.com/2017/09/30/VIDEBThJhOryfDdKRwTf5ZYs170930.shtml.

81 See Hu Jintao, “¥4 45 % 2 J14:#550” [Change the Method of Generating Combat Power], in Selected
Works of Hu Jintao, vol. 3 (Beijing: People’s Publishing House, 2016), 459, note 2; and Jiang Zemin,
“Review and Summary of The Central Military Commission’s Work Over the Last Ten Years,” in
Selected Works of Jiang Zemin, vol. 2, 442. Earlier, Jiang cited Deng Xiaoping’s similar doubts in
“Respond to the Challenges of World Military Development in a Spirit of Reform and Innovation,”
in Selected Works of Jiang Zemin, vol. 1 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2011), 593.

62 Xi Jinping, “Deeper Civil-Military Integration,” in Governance of China II, 449.

% On the Mao era, see James Mulvenon, Soldiers of Fortune: The Rise and Fall of the Chinese Military-
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oversee it." He describes it as “a key measure to deal with complex security
threats and gain national strategic advantage”®

In calling attention to the current “new world revolution in military
affairs” (sometimes translated as the “global RMA”), the 2015 white
paper maintains that China must “seize the strategic initiative in military
competition” (348 4 3 35 G+ Ik % 32 ZAX). The party’s leaders from Jiang to
Xi have seen this competition as mutually dependent on competition in the
areas of economic modernization and high technology.®® On military-civil
integrated development, Xi further argues—as Beijing has consistently
insisted in other areas—that it “should bring into full play one of the key
strengths of our socialist system—its efficiency in pooling resources to
solve major problems”® Again, the PLA’s success or failure will bear on the
validity of socialism itself as an instrument of national rejuvenation. The
implications of what the party regards as the global revolution in military
technology, however, extend beyond the immediate imperative of being
able to prevail in a Taiwan conflict. This whole-of-nation technological
competition, in conjunction with governance-systems competition and the
ideological rivalry the latter engenders, will mean a military competition
between China and the United States that is not regional but global. To
understand why, we must examine the final piece of enduring logic in the
party’s strategy.

China’s Leadership in Global Governance®

A third cliché among Western observers of China identifies Beijing’s
international ambitions as troubling, but primarily a threat to the United
States’ interests and status in Asia rather than to the current international

® Xi, “Deeper Civil-Military Integration, 448-51; and Brian Lafferty, “Civil-Military Integration and
PLA Reforms,” in Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA: Assessing Chinese Military Reforms, ed. Phillip C.
Saunders (Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Press, 2019), 627-60, https://inss.ndu.
edu/Portals/82/Documents/books/Chairman-Xi.pdf?ver=2019-03-14-110008-073.

6 Xi, “Deeper Civil-Military Integration,” 448.

% See Jiang Zemin, “The Distinctively Chinese Revolution in Military Affairs,” in Selected Works of
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ZEHHAH” [Xi Jinping: Accurately Grasp the New Trends in the World’s Military Development
Advancing with the Times and Pushing Forward Military Innovations], Xinhua, August 30, 2014,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2014-08/30/c_1112294869.htm; and State Council Information
Office (PRC), China’s Military Strategy.
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of his 2018 New Year’s address: Jin Nuo et al., eds., 4xEkiG 2+ [E#1*4 [China’s Leadership in
Global Governance] (Beijing: Renmin University Press, 2017).
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order on a global scale. In such a view, while regionally the party aims to
restore China to its historical place as East Asia’s leading power, globally
Beijing seeks to acquire more influence and voice within the existing order
rather than to replace it.” Its endorsement of several features of the current
order (e.g., economic globalization and international cooperation on issues
of common concern such as the environment and global health),”” however,
should not obscure the party’s consistent desire for what amounts to a very
different order.”

Admittedly, the evolution of China’s leaders’ rhetoric may have
contributed to confusion. Deng Xiaoping, despite his emphasis on “opening”
to the world to develop China’s economy, explicitly advocated for a “new
international order” based on Chinese principles. Jiang Zemin likewise
called for a “new international order””? By contrast, both Hu Jintao and Xi
Jinping have called for “reforming global governance”” In some contexts,
Xi has described “the protracted nature of contest over the international
order”” and has urged China to “lead the reform of the global governance
system.”” Yet he has also sought to publicly portray China as an upholder of
the post-World