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C ongress requires that the Pentagon 
annually address the “probable 
development of Chinese grand 
strategy, security strategy, and 

military strategy, and . . . the military orga-
nizations and operational concepts” of the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA).1 This broad 
guidance gives the Secretary of Defense 
latitude to discuss the entire scope of Chinese 
military modernization and suggests that 
Congress intended that such a comprehensive 
analysis be produced.

However, even after providing Congress 
with reports varying in format and content 
since 1997 (except for 2001, when no report 
was submitted), the authors of the current 
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report seem uncertain how to provide a 
thorough analysis of PLA modernization. 
Should each report be an all-inclusive stand-
alone document, or should reports build on 
information provided in previous years, thus 
assuming a degree of prior knowledge on 
the part of the reader? Since most readers do 
not compare one year’s text to previous edi-
tions, it would seem logical that each report 
address all elements of the tasking. Yet many 
components of Chinese military strategy and 
organization were not discussed in this year’s 
report, even when significant new or relevant 
information was available. At the same time, 
though not required by Congress, the authors 
of the report have taken it on themselves to 

address U.S. defense policy and, in particular, 
U.S. policy toward Taiwan.

Thankfully, the 2007 Military Power of 
the People’s Republic of China is considerably 
less politically charged than its immediate 
predecessor.2 With the change of leadership 
at the Pentagon, it was no longer necessary to 
mimic former Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s 
rhetorical questions from Singapore in June 
2005: “Since no nation threatens China, one 
must wonder: Why this growing investment? 
Why these continuing large and expanding 
arms purchases? Why these continuing robust 
deployments?” Likewise, the six references in 
2006 to China’s “military expansion,” which 
had been used inexactly and interchangeably 
with the term military modernization, were 
dropped completely. Curiously, the report did 
not repeat the statement from the National 
Security Strategy that the United States “seeks 
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to encourage China to make the right strategic 
choices for its people, while we hedge against 
other possibilities.” Instead, the current report 
retains only the general statement that the 
“lack of transparency in China’s military 
affairs will naturally and understandably 
prompt international responses that hedge 
against the unknown [emphasis added].” This 
formulation suggests that the authors were 
trying to downplay an official U.S. hedging 
policy toward China.

This year’s report, while an improve-
ment over the 2006 effort, focuses primarily 
on elements of PLA modernization that 
Washington believes potentially threaten 
the United States itself, American forces 
in the region, or Taiwan. This is not a new 
phenomenon, and such a myopic focus 
supports the conclusion in the 2006 Qua-
drennial Defense Review: “China has the 
greatest potential to compete militarily 
with the United States and field disruptive 
military technologies that could over time 
offset traditional U.S. military advantages.” 
To be sure, these developments are essential 
factors in American security planning, but 
such an exercise in mirror-imaging about 
force projection, missiles, advanced aircraft, 
aircraft carriers, and so forth reflects only a 
fraction of what is actually happening in the 
Chinese armed forces.

The Pentagon might have addressed 
some of the following 10 topics for a more 
balanced and complete evaluation of Chinese 
military modernization.

Force Structure
This year’s report did not describe the 

structure of the Chinese armed forces, though 
previous reports have attempted to. Because 
the U.S. and Chinese militaries are so dif-
ferently structured, it is important to define 
accurately the composition of the Chinese 
armed forces. According to the 1997 National 
Defense Law, the Chinese armed forces have 
three components: the active and reserve units 
of the PLA; the People’s Armed Police (PAP) 
force; and the people’s militia.3

The PLA is organized into ground forces 
(the army), the PLA Navy, the PLA Air Force, 
and Second Artillery (strategic missile forces). 
The army makes up roughly two-thirds of the 
PLA’s 2.3 million active duty end-strength, 
with about 11 percent in the navy, 17 percent 
in the air force, and 4 percent in the Second 
Artillery.4 By the definition above, neither 
the PAP nor the militia is part of the PLA. 

Both meet the definition of paramilitary 
organizations.5

The PAP is tasked primarily with inter-
nal security functions and has a dual chain of 
command that extends to the Central Military 
Commission as well as to the State Council 
through the Ministry of Public Security. The 
2006 Chinese White Paper contained new 
information about PAP manpower strength, 
stating that it “has a total force of 660,000.”6 
This number is much lower than most foreign 
estimates (including previous Pentagon 
reports), which counted up to 1.5 million 
personnel. The White Paper figure, however, 
may not have included another 230,000 PAP 
personnel who are considered “police officers 
in military service.” These personnel are 
found in border security, firefighting, and 
personal security guard units and come under 
daily command of the Ministry of Public 
Security.7 They would bring the PAP total up 
to about 890,000—still far smaller than previ-
ous estimates. The size, training, and equip-
ment of the PAP are particularly relevant to 
the government’s ability to maintain domestic 
stability as the number of protests and dem-
onstrations increases.

PLA reserve unit personnel strength 
is estimated to be another 800,000.8 Reserve 
units have an assigned cadre of active duty 
personnel but are manned mainly by civilians 
(some of whom, but not all, have previously 
served on active duty). Militia units are also 
composed of civilians and organized by local 
governments or in commercial enterprises. 
Reserve units fall under the command of pro-
vincial military district headquarters; militia 
units are commanded by grassroots People’s 
Armed Forces Departments.9

As it did last year, this year’s report 
states that approximately 400,000 ground 
force personnel are “deployed to the three 
military regions opposite Taiwan” and 
provides a count of group armies, infantry, 
armor, artillery, and marine units in the 
Taiwan Strait area (but gives no unit strength 
figures).10 That number is probably consider-
ably short of all army personnel in those three 
military regions. In addition to personnel in 
the units identified above, army personnel 
account for most of the manpower in:

n headquarters and communications units 
for military regions, military districts, military 
subdistricts, and county-level People’s Armed 
Forces Departments
n logistics subdepartments, including hos-

pitals and supply/repair depots
n coastal and border defense units
n garrison units not included in the cat-

egories above
n a variety of army schools with thousands 

of staff, faculty, and students.

While many of these personnel would 
provide direct support to PLA operations, 
such as command and control, rear area secu-
rity, and logistics assistance, most would not 
be part of China’s expeditionary force, and a 
sizeable number are noncombat personnel.

PLA coastal and border defense units 
likely amount to 200,000 or more total person-
nel, all of whom are deployed in early warning 
and defensive positions along China’s periph-
ery and would not add to the PLA’s offensive 
punch. Approximately another 100,000 PAP 
troops are assigned land and sea frontier 
defense missions throughout China, including 
duties similar to the U.S. Coast Guard.11

People’s War
In a report specifically tasked to discuss 

China’s military strategy, this year’s omission 
of any examination of People’s War is strik-
ing. Although the report discussed some ele-
ments of People’s War, it did not integrate the 
separate factors into a discussion about this 
keystone of Chinese military thought.

A decade ago, some analysts, includ-
ing myself, thought People’s War would (or 
should) soon be discarded into the dustbin 
of history. However, since 1999, with the dis-
semination of updated doctrine for the PLA, 
People’s War has been described consistently 
as a “strategic concept” or “a fundamental 
strategy . . . still a way to win modern war.”12 
Such references are found in authoritative 
works such as The Science of Campaigns and 
The Science of Military Strategy, as well as 
in all the Chinese White Papers on national 
defense. Granted, People’s War has been mod-
ified greatly from its original form as prac-
ticed by the Red Army, but an understanding 
of its continuing relevance to Chinese military 

mirror-imaging about force projection, missiles, advanced 
aircraft, aircraft carriers, and so forth reflects only a fraction of 

what is actually happening in the Chinese armed forces



50        JFQ  /  issue 47, 4th quarter 2007 ndupress .ndu.edu

FORUM | 2007 Report on the Chinese Military

thinking is essential to a true analysis of PLA 
military strategy.

As a basis for China’s declared mili-
tary strategy, People’s War is defensive but 
acknowledges the decisive nature of the 
offense. Chinese doctrine allows for preemp-
tive action at the tactical and operational 
levels: “If any country or organization violates 
the other country’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity, the other side will have the right to 
‘fire the first shot’ on the plane of tactics.”13

People’s War is not a mystery, and many 
of its principles are not unique to China. The 
Science of Military Strategy describes 10 stra-
tegic principles for People’s War that illustrate 
its traditions and commonalities with other 
countries’ military thinking:

n knowing ourselves and the enemy
n preserving ourselves and destroying  

the enemy
n striving for the initiative and avoiding 

the passive
n employing military forces and tactics 

flexibly
n closely combining the three battle forms 

of mobile war, positional war, and  
guerrilla war
n concentrating superior forces and 

destroying the enemy one by one
n fighting no battle unprepared, fighting 

no battle you are not sure of winning
n being prudent in fighting the  

initial battle
n unifying command

n closely coordinating military and non-
military struggles.14

Clearly, People’s War is not just guerrilla war.
Though the PLA generally perceives 

itself as the weaker force against most 
opponents,

People’s War is a form of organization of 
war, and its role has nothing to do with the 
level of military technology. The concept of 
People’s War is not confined to the war of low 
technology only. . . . The great power of the 
People’s War is released through comprehensive 
national power, the combination of peace time 
and war time, the combination of the military 
and the civilian, and the combination of war 
actions and non-war actions.15

Chinese military planners seek to incor-
porate traditional People’s War concepts of 
speed, mobility, deception, and use of camou-
flage and stratagem into their battle plans.

Today, People’s War principles are seen 
in the many elements of mobilization prac-
ticed by the Chinese armed forces and civilian 
populace, including political, economic, 
science and technology, and personnel mobi-
lization. People’s War also reveals itself in the 
extensive practice of “socialization” of many 
logistics functions to the civilian sector (also 
know as “outsourcing”). The roles and mis-
sions of the Chinese reserve force are central 
to People’s War. Since 1998, PLA reserve units 
and the militia have been reorganized and 
modernized in parallel with the PLA. Much 
of their work focuses on providing rear area 

security, especially 

air defense, for PLA active duty units as well 
as the civilian population, logistics support, 
and repair of infrastructure damaged from 
long-range strikes on China. The reserve force 
also has a role in information war. This mostly 
civilian support will enable the PLA to fight 
its battles with less attention to its rear area.

As People’s War continues to evolve, 
the Pentagon report would be an appropriate 
venue to explore its contemporary meaning. 
For example, what did the 2006 Chinese 

White Paper mean by: “The Navy is enhanc-
ing research into the theory of naval opera-
tions and exploring the strategy and tactics of 
maritime People’s War under modern condi-
tions”?16 But People’s War is not the only stra-
tegic concept overlooked in this year’s report.

Calculus of Deterrence
The Pentagon report addresses how 

China itself is deterred from taking military 
action against Taiwan. In fact, readers might 
be surprised by the number of times official 
Chinese military writings begin their discus-
sion of PLA missions and strategy with refer-
ences to preventing war or deterring certain 
events from occurring. The Pentagon report 
does mention nuclear deterrence and, as will 
be described later, actually describes China’s 
deterrence posture toward Taiwan (without 
using the word itself). However, it does not 
include a comprehensive discussion of the role 
of deterrence in China’s military strategy.

The Science of Military Strategy devotes 
an entire chapter to the subject, which pro-
vides insights into many actions the PLA has 
taken in recent years:

Strategic deterrence is a major means for 
attaining the objective of military strategy, and 
its risks and costs are less than strategic opera-
tions. . . . Warfighting is generally used only 

People’s War has been described consistently as a “strategic 
concept” or “a fundamental strategy . . . to win modern war”
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when deterrence fails and there is no alterna-
tive. . . . Strategic deterrence is also a means for 
attaining the political objective.17

Since “strategic deterrence is based on 
warfighting . . . the more powerful the war-
fighting capability, the more effective the 
deterrence.” The first “basic condition” for 
strategic deterrence is a capable force. Next, a 
country must show determination to use that 
force and ensure that the parties to be deterred 
understand those capabilities and determina-
tion.18 Specifically, large-scale military parades, 
joint military exercises, and military visits are 
methods to demonstrate strength and will. The 
January 2007 antisatellite test and increased 
military training can thus be interpreted as 
part of China’s deterrence posture.

In 2001, The Science of Military Strategy 
defined Beijing’s deterrence capabilities:

China currently has a limited but effective 
nuclear deterrence and a relatively powerful 
capability of conventional deterrence and a 
massive capacity of deterrence of People’s War. 
By combining these means of deterrence, an 
integrated strategic deterrence is formed, with 
comprehensive national power as the basis, 
conventional force as the mainstay, nuclear 
force as the backup power and reserve force as 
the support.19

In summary, the PLA’s own vision of 
deterrence is much more extensive than that 
described by the Pentagon report.

Carriers and Gators
Two weeks before this year’s report was 

released, the new commander of U.S Pacific 
forces visited China and specifically discussed 
the “will and resolve” that an operational air-
craft carrier demonstrates. He concluded, “I 
do not have any better idea as to China’s inten-
tions to develop, or not, a carrier program, but 
we had a very pleasant and candid exchange 
about the larger issues attendant to a carrier 
program.”20

The bulk of the report’s discussion about 
PLA aircraft carrier developments repeated 
last year’s discussion about the ex-Varyag 
from Russia. While the report noted that 
the ship was only “70 percent complete,” it 
nonetheless postulated three options for its 
eventual use: an operational aircraft carrier, 
a training or transitional platform, or a float-
ing theme park. Like last year, however, the 
report did not mention that the Varyag has no 

engines—a minor detail that, until rectified, 
would preclude options 1 and 2.

Last year, the report noted some 50 
medium and heavy amphibious ships in the 
PLA Navy, “an increase of over 14 percent 
from last year,” suggesting a concerted effort 
to increase amphibious lift capacity. This year, 
the number of these ships did not change 
(was the 14 percent increase an anomaly?), 
but strangely, the report did not mention the 
launch of a landing platform dock class ship 
last December, an event well documented on 
the Internet. This type of oversight was not 
unique to the discussion of the PLA Navy.

PLA Civilians
In addition to civilians in reserve units 

and the militia, at least four other categories 
of civilian personnel support the PLA. First, 
an unknown number of uniformed civilian 
cadre are included on PLA active duty rolls. 
These personnel have distinct insignia on 
their PLA uniforms and perform a variety 
of specialist and technical functions, par-
ticularly in the medical and educational 
fields. Their analogue in the U.S. military 
is the workforce of approximately 700,000 
Department of Defense civilians who are not 
considered as active duty and do not wear 
uniforms.

Another unknown number of civilian 
workers and staff perform administrative 
and custodial duties at PLA facilities. They 
are paid out of the defense budget but are not 
considered on active rolls and do not wear 
uniforms. In the past, when the PLA managed 
a network of factories, presumably workers at 
those factories were included in this category.

In 2006, a new category of civilians who 
work for the PLA on contract was created. 
According to the 2006 White Paper, some 
“20,000 posts formerly taken by [noncommis-
sioned officers] are now filled with contract 
civilians.”21 These contract workers are not 
counted as active duty but do wear PLA uni-
forms, apparently without insignia. Though 
some of them may go to the field, they mostly 
hold administrative jobs, including medical 
and maintenance work.

The 2006 White Paper also revealed 
for the first time another category of civil-
ians who support the PLA: “The grass-roots 
People’s Armed Forces Departments estab-
lished by the state at the level of township 
(town) or sub-district are non-active-duty 
organizations. They are manned by full-time 
staff that are under the dual leadership of 
the local Party committees and governments 
at the same level and military organs at 
higher levels [emphasis added].”22 Among 
their many responsibilities are conscription 
work, national defense education, and direct 
command of militia units. Local govern-
ments pay the salaries for these grassroots 
personnel, who are not part of the active 
duty PLA but do wear PLA-like uniforms 
with distinctive insignia (different from the 
uniformed civilian cadre described above).

Training emphasis
The Pentagon report provides glimpses 

into PLA training that support Washington’s 
focus on force projection and preemption. 
Indeed, many aspects of more realistic train-
ing, along with increased operations tempo, 
add to the PLA’s potential to perform these 
missions. But the report does not provide a 
complete examination of training for all the 
missions the PLA is preparing to undertake.

Missing is discussion about the exten-
sive efforts directed at basic tasks, such as 
new equipment, logistics, and staff training, 
that all PLA units must undertake before they 
advance to more complex training evolu-
tions. While advanced air defense systems 
are discussed, the number of less sophisti-
cated air defense exercises that take place 
throughout the country might surprise some 
readers. Likewise, antiterrorism and nuclear, 
biological, and chemical defense training is 
much more widespread than suggested by 
the report. No mention is made about reserve 
and militia training or integration of civil-
ian support, including joint civil-military 
command arrangements, that are fundamen-
tal to PLA doctrine.

Self-assessments
Without a doubt, PLA capabilities have 

increased significantly over the past decade. 
The Chinese media contain many examples of 
force improvements and illustrations of new 
capabilities; nonetheless, Chinese military 
literature also has many reports and editorials 
that identify shortfalls and actions taken to 
overcome them.

the January 2007 antisatellite 
test and increased military 
training can be interpreted 

as part of China’s deterrence 
posture
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This year’s report makes multiple refer-
ences to the possibility that Beijing might 
make miscalculations that could lead to crisis 
or war. The propensity for national-level mis-
judgment is not unique to China, however. In 
fact, The Science of Military Strategy is quite 
specific about using prudence in the decision 
to go to war:

The essence of strategic judgment is to reveal 
from the numerous and complicated phenom-
ena the essentials and internal relations of the 
war so as to achieve a correct understanding 
of the overall war situation. . . .  Avoid sub-
stituting ‘preconception’ . . . so as not to base 
the strategic judgment on one’s own wishful 
thinking.23

Moreover, “imprudent decision to use force 
is never permitted. Being prudent towards 
war is not being afraid of war, but ‘before 
launching a war making sure to win’ as Sun 
Zi said.”24

The Pentagon did not mention any of 
dozens of self-assessments the PLA has made 
about its own situation in its internal media. 
For example, in summer 2006, the official 
army newspaper carried a series of special 
commentator articles on the state of military, 
political, logistics, and armaments develop-
ment. Each one not only praised progress, 
but also identified shortfalls in personnel, 
training, equipment, and funding. For 
example, “there is a gap between the current 
level of modernization in our military and the 
requirement that must be met in order to win 
regional informatized wars”25 and “money is 
needed in many aspects . . . the contradiction 

between the needs of military modernization 
construction and the short supply of funds 
will exist for the long run.”26 Regional and 
service military newspapers highlight and 
expand on these same themes. Without evalu-
ating these writings, other countries could 
also misjudge PLA capabilities.

extra-budgetary Funding
Since 2002, the Pentagon has attempted 

to apply a multiplication factor to the 
announced Chinese defense budget to 

approximate actual defense spending. While 
foreign observers agree that the announced 
budget does not include all funds available to 
the armed forces, the amount of information 
the Pentagon provides to justify its multiplica-
tion factor varies from year to year. In 2002, 
the factor was “some four times larger.” In 
2004, without explanation, the factor was 
reduced to two to three times the announced 
number, where it has continued to hover. This 
year the report acknowledged great variation 
in the range of estimates made by various 
institutions for defense spending but provided 
no details as to how it concluded that the $45 
billion announced figure for 2007 “could be as 
much as $85 billion to $125 billion.”

After reading all the Pentagon reports, a 
number of extra-budgetary factors can be dis-
cerned, yet actual monetary sums are provided 
occasionally only for a few factors (mostly 
foreign weapons purchases). The significant 
problems of exchange rate conversion or 
estimating purchasing power parity are never 
discussed in detail. Many factors that the Pen-
tagon has identified over the years, plus several 
new elements, are included in a recent analysis 
by the United States–China Policy Foundation, 
which summarized the three major sources of 
extra-budgetary funding as:

Central government
n foreign equipment purchases
n some military research and development 

from the Commission of Science, Technology 
and Industry for National Defense or Ministry 
of Science and Technology
n some demobilization expenses from the 

Ministry of Civil Affairs
n some retirement expenses for soldiers 

from the Ministry of Civil Affairs
n some advanced education expenses for 

officers from the Ministry of Education
n some military-related infrastructure 

construction
n some reimbursement for disaster relief 

efforts
n People’s Armed Police expenses

Local governments (provinces, cities, 
counties)
n operational/training funding for PLA 

reserve units and militia (some support also 
comes from enterprises in which militia units 
are organized)
n some demobilization expenses
n some military-related infrastructure 

construction

n salaries for “local civilian cadre” at 
village and township level who man grassroots 
People’s Armed Forces Departments
n subsidies for electricity, water, and coal 

supplied to PLA barracks
n some reimbursement for disaster relief 

efforts

PLA units
n value of food produced and consumed 

by PLA units 
n value of food produced by PLA units 

and sold by units on the local market for extra 
income
n value of excess land authorized to be sold 

by PLA units.27

Complicating the issue further is that 
the amounts for each element above would 
vary from year to year. Additionally, as the 
official budget has increased, some elements 
that previously were off-budget probably have 
now been brought into the official budget. 
This study concludes that not enough infor-
mation is available to quantify each factor, nor 
is a reliable methodology agreed on to account 
for exchange rate differences “to make a 
reasonable estimate of the total amount of 
‘defense-related spending.’” Thus, a simple 
multiplication factor applied annually to 
China’s announced military budget does not 
appear to be a trustworthy method to estimate 
total defense spending.

While the Pentagon reasonably calls for 
greater transparency on budget issues, the 
Chinese themselves do not admit to any sig-
nificant sources of extra-budgetary funding. 
Moreover, because of the many potential 
sources of funding, the central government 
would likely have difficulty quantifying each 
of the elements listed above.

Transparency
As in previous years, “lack of transpar-

ency” was a major theme in this year’s report. 
Unfortunately, the report addressed only in the 
shallowest way the actual contact between PLA 
and foreign forces. In a major policy change 
from previous decades, the PLA has made sig-
nificant efforts to open itself to outsiders:

Since 2002, China has held 16 joint military 
exercises with 11 countries. In August 2005, 
China and Russia conducted the “Peace 
Mission–2005” joint military exercise. . . . In 
November and December 2005, the PLA Navy 
held joint maritime search and rescue exercises 

military literature has many 
reports and editorials that 

identify shortfalls and actions 
taken to overcome them
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with its Pakistani, Indian and Thai counter-
parts, respectively. In September 2006, China 
and Tajikistan conducted the “Cooperation–
2006” joint counter-terrorism military exercise. 
In September and November 2006, the Chinese 
Navy and the U.S. Navy conducted joint mari-
time search and rescue exercises in the offshore 
waters of San Diego and in the South China 
Sea. In December 2006, China and Pakistan 
held the “Friendship–2006” joint counter-ter-
rorism military exercise. . . . In September 
2005, the PLA invited 41 military observers and 
military attachés from 24 countries to attend 
the “North Sword–2005” maneuvers organized 
by the Beijing Military [Region].28

Though the Pentagon report mentions 
the joint naval search and rescue training, 
it did not provide any insights into lessons 
learned about the PLA from this exercise—just 
as no previous report has provided any 
information derived from observation or 
participation in exercises or other forms 
of official military-to-military contact. In 
particular, the Defense Department has 
made no comment about what its observers 

saw at North Sword 2005, which included 
participation of elements of two armored 
divisions supported by airborne troops, 
nor has it provided information about the 
first North Sword exercise in 2003 that U.S. 
observers also attended. These exercises were 
described extensively in the Chinese media 
and appeared to be much more realistic than 
the demonstrations U.S. military personnel 
often see on routine visits. In May 2006, 
the commander of U.S forces in the Pacific 
visited a PLA Air Force base and sat in the 
cockpit of one of China’s newest indigenously 
manufactured aircraft, the JH–7 Flying 
Leopard.29 In March 2007, the Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs was given access to Su–27 
aircraft and Type 99 tanks at “advanced” units 
of the PLA.

The report identifies many areas 
about which the United States has ques-
tions—budget issues, force structure, and 
intentions—but the constant repetition of 
the “lack of transparency” theme causes 
one to ask: what exactly has been discussed 
during the senior-level dialogue over the past 
years? While many important issues remain 

unresolved and the PLA’s window is certainly 
not fully open to foreign observers, this year’s 
report did not address most Chinese efforts 
at transparency or any insights gained from 
military-to-military contact.

America as Threat
The governments of neither the United 

States nor China officially call the other an 
enemy, though both acknowledge the poten-
tial for military conflict. Military headquar-
ters in both countries undoubtedly plan and 
prepare for a variety of such contingencies; 
this is prudent military planning. But military 
contingency plans do not necessarily reflect 
national strategic intentions.

Professional military students and plan-
ners in the PLA carefully study U.S. military 
capabilities, doctrine, and experience. For 
them, preparing tactically and operationally to 
confront the capabilities of the most advanced 
and combat-experienced military in the world 
is rational and to be expected. It represents 
preparing for the worst-case scenario and is 
evident in a large percentage of reports about 
PLA training. But like military contingency 

while the Pentagon calls for greater transparency 
on budget issues, the Chinese do not admit to any 

significant sources of extra-budgetary funding

Chairman and Chinese army officers visit 
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plans, these preparations do not necessarily 
reflect national strategic intentions.

Former Secretary Rumsfeld’s disingenu-
ous assertion that “no nation threatens China” 
is inconsistent with the reality of American 
global military capabilities. Chinese civilian 
and military leaders have long understood 
that U.S. military deployments and capa-
bilities have the potential to threaten their 
country. This point was made specifically by 
Colonel Larry Wortzel, USA (Ret.), in a recent 
monograph published by the U.S. Army War 
College: “China’s leaders and military think-
ers see the United States as a major potential 
threat to the PLA and China’s interests 
primarily because of American military 
capabilities, but also because of U.S. security 
relationships in Asia.”30

Wortzel bases his conclusion on 
information that was available long before 
Rumsfeld’s speech in 2005. The U.S. Govern-
ment would categorize America’s potential to 
use military force as part of its overall deter-
rence posture. This year’s report illustrated 
the continuing relevance of U.S. deterrence 
in a textbox entitled “Factors of Deterrence,” 
which begins: “China is deterred on multiple 
levels from taking military action against 
Taiwan. First, China does not yet possess the 
military capability to accomplish with con-
fidence its political objectives on the island, 
particularly when confronted with the pros-
pect of U.S. intervention [emphasis added].”

At the same time, the Pentagon report 
actually describes a parallel approach by 
China toward Taiwan, but without using the 
word deterrence:

Beijing appears prepared to defer unification as 
long as it believes trends are advancing toward 
that goal and that the costs of conflict outweigh 
the benefits. In the near term, Beijing’s focus is 
likely one of preventing Taiwan from moving 
toward de jure independence while continuing 
to hold out terms for peaceful resolution under 
a “one country, two systems” framework that 
would provide Taiwan a degree of autonomy in 
exchange for its unification with the mainland 
[emphasis added].

Instead, the report categorizes the PLA’s 
“sustained military threat to Taiwan” as part of 
an “overall campaign of persuasion and coer-
cion.” By China’s own definition, deterrence 
includes the threat of force through demon-
stration of actual military capabilities, which 
is exactly what has been observed over the past 

decade—and U.S. deterrence theory would not 
disagree. From Beijing’s perspective, however, 
this threat does not contradict its official pref-
erence for peaceful reunification.

Military professionals can operate in 
an environment of deterrence and potential 
threats, seeking to lower the possibility for 
conflict while preparing for the worst. The 
Pentagon report does not characterize the 
United States as a potential threat to China, 
but there is no doubt the potential is well 
understood in Beijing.

The modernization of the Chinese armed 
forces is a topic of utmost importance to the 
United States, its allies, and Asia. The U.S. 
Congress and public deserve a reliable, compre-
hensive evaluation that can be used as the basis 
for informed discussion about a subject that 
will be critical to the course of history in Asia 
for the 21st century. While this year’s report 
was an improvement over previous efforts, the 
Pentagon can do much better.  JFQ
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