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ABSTRACT

China’s nonwar military activities, including peacekeeping operations, legal maneuvering, hybrid
tactics and more, reflect a strategic approach to expanding its influence while avoiding direct
conflict. This paper examines how China leverages international law and military resources to
push geopolitical boundaries and the reach of the influence of the Chinese Communist Party.
Through peacekeeping missions, China enhances its global legitimacy and reshapes the global
order, while legal gamesmanship such as reinterpretation of maritime law reinforces territorial
claims and ensures the Party’s core interests are met. Additionally, hybrid tactics, including
nonwar military activities, are a tool for Beijing to reshape regional security dynamics. By
analyzing these strategies, this paper highlights how China navigates the fine line between
cooperation and coercion in pursuit of its strategic objectives.
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n her South China Sea- focused article examining China’s assertive power projection activities, Ovgi

Kii¢iiksolak claims that “rather than engaging in open military confrontation in the SCS [South China
Sea] dispute, China skillfully synchronizes the military, political, economic, cyber and information sources
of power in different operational domains to influence, intimidate and coerce the competing claimants.” The
Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s 360° approach combines legal, semilegal and illegal activities, “blurring
traditional dichotomies and creating ambiguity and uncertainty.”? Drawing on military assets without
waging kinetic operations, the CCP employs thereby a broad portfolio ranging from legal gamesmanship, to
hybrid threats including cognitive warfare, to military operations other than war (MOOTW), now mostly
referred to as nonwar military activities (NWMA).?

With operations conducted by a country that follows the principle of rule by law instead of rule of law,
execution shows a particular, sui generis interplay of using international law, constructed legitimacy and
legality, psychological warfare, influence by training, and other approaches that apply traditional tools in
unprecedented ways, combining military assets with nonmilitary approaches in unique ways. This article
identifies, analyses, and illustrates the way the CCP is using and interweaving military tools, techniques,
and training as well as related areas of international law, hybrid warfare, and international conduct to
effectively pursue its objectives below the threshold of kinetic warfare, intentionally blurring the lines
between legitimate, legal, and illegal activities.

After exploring the main drivers and underlying paradigms of the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA)
recent modernization and the guiding CCP outlook and doctrine, the article will outline the different
understandings and applications of legal gamesmanship and international law. The article will also examine
various components of NWMA including peacekeeping, military exercises, and professional military
education. The analysis provides insights into the CCP’s particular way of employing military assess, tactics,
and methodologies for achieving its interests under the threshold of conventional war.

MILITARY MODERNIZATION

Since 2013, there has been a genuine apprehension about regime stability among the Chinese Communist
Party leadership shaping the Party’s worldview. This is particularly true with regard to the deteriorating
strategic context facing China, and the challenges facing the PLA and its core mandate of keeping the CCP,
the entity to which the PLA has pledged allegiance, in power.* Military modernization is a common theme
throughout the history of the People’s Republic of China (PRC).> During the Hu-Wen administration—
Chinese President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao—there was recognition of the United States’ efforts to
bolster its military presence and alliances in the Asia-Pacific region.® As such, this sense of rising insecurity
was present from the very beginning of Chinese President Xi Jinping’s mandate: the Chinese leader has
repeatedly conveyed to the PLA that “profound changes (are) occurring in both domestic and international
security environments” and that provocations from “a major power” are aiming to encircle and restrict
China.’
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For Xi and the CCP, the current international arena represents a hostile environment, with the United
States’ “pivot to Asia” actively shrinking Beijing’s space of influence in the Indo-Pacific region, traditionally a
crucial building block for the CCP’s ideological and identarian narrative and for China’s territorial integrity.®
In the PLA’s view, the overall war space has increased, while the kinetic space is not as expansive as it was
in the past.” The PLA has signaled a switch from multidimensional operations, occurring on land, air, and
sea, to “full dimensional operations,” in which commanders will be required to plan and execute operations
across all domains, emphasizing actions in the intangible space, especially space and cyber."

The first wave of military modernization under Xi began with the creation of the Strategic Support Forces
(SSF) to support the PLA’s combat operations in the space and cyber warfare domains.!’ Concurrently the
PLA pursued civil-military integration, commonly referred to as “military-civil fusion” (FEEEREE)."? This
entails capitalizing on dual-use technological progress and harnessing civilian expertise. Notably, cyberspace
has been emphasized as a key domain in China’s national strategy for military-civil fusion, with a specific
emphasis on personnel training and human capital issues. For example, the SSF established partnerships
with over nine educational institutes and enterprises, such as the University of Science and Technology
of China and the China Electronics Technology Group, to focus on “fostering high-end talent,” including
through education, training, cooperation, and exchanges."”

Thus, the Strategic Support Forces (dissolved in April 2024, with its information warfare functions assigned
to organizations under the control of the CCP’s Central Military Committee) embodied the quintessence of
Xi’s military modernization and the specific features of China’s approach under the threshold of kinetic war
in which “the boundaries between peacetime and wartime are ambiguous . . . in peacetime, civilians hide
the military, [while] in wartime, the military and the people, hands joined, attack together.”* This blurred
distinction between wartime and peacetime and between military and civilian activities underpins both the
PLA operational framework and the ideology that the CCP is promoting under its whole-of-society approach
to national and international security.

HYBRID WARFARE

Some analysts interpret China’s South China Sea activities over the last decade as hybrid warfare. “With
the advent of nuclear weapons and increased international impetus on human rights, the likelihood of a
full-blown war between actors seems less likely. Therefore, it is apparent that concepts of war would again
transform to suit a more acceptable form — Hybrid Warfare.” In 1998, Chinese air force colonels Qiao
Liang and Wang Xiangsui argued that the United States’ overwhelming focus on traditional war was causing
American strategists to overlook alternative forms of warfare.'® They described a large array of means that
“seem unrelated to war,” including trade, financial, new terror, ecological, psychological, media, network,
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technological, fabrication, resources, economic aid, cultural, and international law warfare, as “ultimately
becom[ing] the favoured minions of this new type of war.”’

In addition, NWMA have developed over the years into potent instruments of statecraft, power projection,
and intention signaling. Particularly for the PLA with its core mandate of regime security for the CCP,
those nontraditional missions have evolved as an increasingly used tools of statecraft.'”® The following case
studies will analyse how the CCP is using the different tools of the hybrid toolbox, including international
law and NWMA.

NWMA: COGNITIVE WARFARE

Cognitive warfare, foreign information manipulation and interference operations, and disinformation are
central to the CCP’s hybrid approach in the face of volatile chance of success and shrinking space for kinetic
operations. PLA authors consistently discuss the criticality of information-based systems and networks
as essential to fighting and winning in the more limited modern battlespace environment. '* The PRC’s
ongoing cognitive warfare against Taiwan provides a standout example of China’s success in integrating its
military operations with its practices of this type of hybrid warfare. As evidenced by Taiwan’s experience,
Chinese cognitive warfare is often executed by distributed governmental departments and party agencies
that deal with Taiwan affairs, including the United Front Work Department, the PLA, and the Propaganda
Department, all guided by China’s Taiwan policy.*

Another scholar points out that with the general public becoming increasingly dependent on information
technology, the growth of so-called “fake news,” and disinformation, and PLA military reforms (e.g., the 2015
establishment of the PLA SSF), the ensuing combination of public opinion, propaganda, and information
technology enables traditional propaganda methods to reach target audiences within a short timeframe
and, with the help of big data analysis, be tailored to their geographical locations and political affiliations.*'

Military threats in support of deterrence currently represent the most traditional way in which Beijing
operationalizes cognitive warfare. Currently, with this type of NWMA, China aims to manipulate Taiwanese
perceptions on the issue of unification and increase domestic consensus by showing off its military might
in response to a perceived Taiwanese deviation from unification.”> A recent example of China’s use of
cognitive warfare in support of military deterrence is the information broadcast by Beijing surrounding
the permanent increase in PLA Air Force (PLAAF) incursions into Taiwan’s air defense identification zone
since US Congresswoman and then-Speaker of the US House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi‘s visit to
Taipei in August 2022.” The “all-in military exercise” on May 23-24, 2024 was publicized as a “punishment
for separatist acts” following the inauguration of Taiwan’s newly elected President William Lai Ching-te on
May 20, 2024.2¢

In September 2023, the number of PLAAF warplane air intrusions reached an all-time high of 103 in 24
hours (of note, the aircraft ultimately turned back).” Chinese state media Global Times also cited the 2022
Pelosi visit as the trigger for unprecedented 12-day military drills around the Taiwanese island with live-fire
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across the islands.*® After Pelosi’s visit, the PLA increased its military activities around Taiwan, including
almost daily visits by warships, warplanes, and drones that circled around the island as part of China’s
claim to be simply bolstering coastline military bases across the Taiwan Strait on the mainland.”

Another example took place in February 2024 when two Chinese fishermen drowned during a pursuit
by Taiwan’s coast guard, which accused them of trespassing within about one nautical mile off the coast
of Kinmen, an island that lies close to mainland China but belongs to Taiwan. The capsized vessel had “no
name, no registration information, and no certificate of port registration,” according to the Coast Guard
Administration.”® Despite the circumstances and the apologies by the Taiwan Minister of Ocean Affairs
Council, the PLA used the incident to institute regular Chinese Coast Guard patrols, culminating in the
boarding of a Taiwanese tourist boat close to Taiwan.” Since this boarding, the rates of Chinese Coast
Guard patrols of Kinmen’s near waters have only increased.*

NWMA: LEGAL GAMESMANSHIP

Xi Jinping’s more recent directive introduces a set of trial guidelines aimed at establishing a specific “legal
foundation for non-war military operations” within China’s domestic legislative framework.* This directive,
an attempt to establish a legal norm, underscores Beijing’s recognition of the significance of NWMA as an
official category of activity within the PLA. Among other applications, this categorization of such activities
is exemplified by China’s conduct of legal gamesmanship.

Gamesmanship hasbeen defined as “the art of winning withoutactually cheating,” and legal gamesmanship
has been defined as “conduct by a national-state, or otherwise attributable to a nation-state, which leverages
or exploits the structural, normative, or instrumental functions of international law in order to achieve
that nation-state’s objectives within a competitive environment.”? An American lawfare scholar refers to
three related legal concepts: legal instrumentalism, lawfare—“the strategy of using — or misusing - law as a
substitute for traditional means to achieve an operational objective [...] law as a weapon of war,”—and legal
warfare.”® Legal warfare was formally adopted and fully institutionalised (in Chinese “falu zhan, ;A12{X”,
literally “legal warfare”) by the PRC within the political guidance of “Three Warfares” for the PLA.** As
early as 1996, then-President of the PRC and CCP General Secretary Jian Zemin told Chinese international
lawyers that “our leaders and cadres, especially those of high rank, ought to take note of international law
and enhance their skill in applying it. ... We must be adept at using international law as ‘a weapon’ to defend
the interest of our state and maintain national pride.”*

Legal gamesmanship is visible in China’s competition with other claimant states in the East and South
China Seas, notably in the cases of Japan, Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam. The PRC has hereby exploited
the “structural function of international law in which states are responsible for their action in relation to
other states.””® On multiple occasions, alleged fishing vessels with a Chinese flag have engaged in unsafe and
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risky manoeuvres at sea during encounters with other nations’ navy and coast guard vessels in the region.
When incidences have occurred, Beijing has pushed a narrative that these were merely “patriotic Chinese
fishermen” and hence not official PRC government actions.” However, as several experts documented, this
fishing armada was actually PRC maritime militia and hence funded, instructed, directed, and controlled
by the Chinese government.”® Therefore, “by attempting to employ its maritime militia with plausible
deniability, China intended to undermine the efforts of its neighbours to effectively control activities within
their respective maritime zones coastal states, and strengthen maritime claims to some of these disputed
areas.””

NWMA: STRATEGIC PRECONDITIONING

Chinese lawfare thereby aims not to overturn the law itself but to achieve “strategic preconditioning,” for
example, to create the legal, military, and perceived context in a way that is favorable to Chinese interests--
or in China’s core strategist Sun Tzu’s words to “win without fighting.” *° The concept of “winning without
fighting” represents the core of China’s Three Warfare doctrine, which encompasses public opinion-focused,
psychological, and legal warfare. The rise of these methods can be categorized as hybrid conflict and shows
that China feels comfortable in testing the limits of peace and challenging the status quo by prolonging
tensions for years, while at the same time actively avoiding crossing the line into direct, formal aggression
involving PLA forces.*’ China’s preconditioning is manifested in the form of formal legal positions and
statements, as well creating faits accomplis in certain situations, as is visible in China’s military installations
in the South China Sea. China uses these techniques to impose its views on others to draw—and project—a
favorable result for its interests, to achieve information superiority, and to gain and maintain oft-battlefield
supremacy. *

Another example of undermining international law by respectively applying it in a very selective manner is
the Chinese - Philippine dispute over the West Philippine Sea (South China Sea). The PRC hereby dismisses
a clear and binding ruling by an independent arbitral tribunal established under the UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) on China’s claims vis-a-vis the Philippines in the South China Sea in 2016. This
ruling rendered the PRC’s “claims to ‘historic rights’ within the entirety of the U-shaped, ‘9-dash line’ that
it draws on maps of the South China Sea mostly incompatible with the internationally agreed UNCLOS.
UNCLOS is clear: entitlements in the sea have to be within areas measured from land.”

The tribunal further “ruled that none of the Spratly Islands, nor an isolated reef known as Scarborough
Shoal, are capable of supporting human habitation in their natural state. This means that none are entitled
to an exclusive economic zone around them. The implication of these two rulings is that the vast majority
of the resources in the southern part of the South China Sea belong to the coastal states: the Philippines,
Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia and Vietnam.™* Nevertheless, Beijing demands the right to control traffic in
the area, conduct military movements and also gain access to resources. The resupply and refurbishment of
the Philippines” outpost on the grounded BRP Sierra Madre, a World War II-era landing ship deliberately
grounded on the disputed Second Thomas Shoal (or Ren’ai Jiao), part of the Spratly Islands, has led to
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increasing attacks from the Chinese side with water cannons, military-grade lasers, and other under-the-
threshold-of-robust-action operations.*®

In opposition to the 2016 ruling, Beijing has insisted that Manila is increasing the tensions in the region
by upholding the outpost. In March 2024, China’s Defence Ministry warned, “If the Philippines repeatedly
challenges China’s bottom line, China will continue to take resolute and decisive measures to firmly
safeguard its territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and interests.™®

In sum, these examples show a rather cunning combination of military threats, perceptions, psychological
warfare, and an attempt to establish alleged legality, all hinting at the possible use of violence that could
meet but would not exceed the threshold of actual military confrontation.

PEACEKEEPING NWMA: PROTECTING ASSETS AND DIASPORA AFAR

Kevin Bilms categorizes the PLA's NWMA into four major categories: a) law enforcement (i.e.,
peacekeeping, maritime security); b) cooperative (i.e., joint security exercises, medical aid and military
exchanges); ¢) confrontational (i.e., antipiracy, counterterrorism) and d) aid and rescue (i.e., humanitarian
assistance, disaster relief, overseas security).”

At the start of the twenty-first century, China’s security strategy primarily revolved around maintaining
internal stability and ensuring peace along its borders. The Chinese military activities around Taiwan
discussed above represent probably the most well-documented and prominent operationalization of this
strategy. However, over the past two decades, the significant increase in Chinese investments abroad,
coupled with an increasing Chinese diaspora, has exposed China to a wide range of nontraditional security
threats, far beyond its borders and traditional sphere of influence. Consequently, Beijing has endeavoured
to enhance its capability to safeguard and assert Chinese interests overseas while employing its dual-use
approach of combining military capabilities with nonmilitary approaches. PLA strategists describe China’s
military engagements abroad as the strategic deployment of “soft power” alongside traditional “hard power.”®
Concurrently, China has aimed to present itself as both a major global power and a responsible stakeholder
in the international community.*” As a result, NWMA and broader international security cooperation have
become vital for fulfilling China’s new dual role on the global stage.

As a particularly stark example of China’s most recent international initiatives, the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) emerged as a key booster in Chinese security operations abroad. With the BRI, China
deeply intertwined its economy and population with numerous countries worldwide, including those
facing precarious security situations. One case in point is the China-Solomon Agreement that also includes
security cooperation and the possibility of stationing Chinese security forces on the Solomon Islands.*® But
the CCP’s and hence the PLA’s portfolio for external influence in security-related areas is much broader.

As discussed above, the Chinese Communist Party’s view on security is more comprehensive than the
traditional Western construct articulated by philosophers such as Carl von Clausewitz.* The PRC’s 2019
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National Defence White Paper provides crucial insights on Beijing’s use of military for nonwar purposes.®
The white paper specifically highlights collaborations with the Russian Federation and areas of historical
cooperation between the United States and China, such as humanitarian aid and counterpiracy efforts.
Notably, researchers from the National Defense University found a significant uptick in foreign military
diplomacy actions by the PRC starting in 2012, coinciding with Xi Jinping’s tenure as Secretary-General.”
These NWMA encompass military exercises, port visits, peacekeeping, and high-level military leader
exchanges, all classified as diplomatic military interactions.

LAW ENFORCEMENT NWMA: UN PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS

An important source of information regarding Chinese participation in UN peacekeeping operations
is the Regular Press Conference of China’s Ministry of National Defence. On December 28, 2023, the
spokesperson for the ministry highlighted the role of China in UN Peacekeeping operations, which must
be understood in line with the Chinese vision of working towards a “common destiny for mankind” and
the Global Security Initiative proposed by President Xi Jinping.** Beijing also pledged that China would
strengthen peacekeeping capability readiness, hold international training courses on peacekeeping, and
conduct exchanges on peacekeeping experiences.”

As of January 31, 2025, China was the largest troop-contributing country among the permanent members
of the United Nations Security Council and the second largest financial contributor to the UN peacekeeping
budget.* United Nations peacekeeping operations mainly deploy Chinese troops belonging to engineering,
transportation, medical, police, infantry, and helicopter units. In 2023, China had over 2,200 personnel
deployed across eight peacekeeping mission areas, including South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of
Congo, and Lebanon.”

In February 2023, the twenty-first Chinese peacekeeping multirole engineering company participated in
Exercise Tiger 2023 and Blue Helmets Rescue-2023 drills with the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).?®
Exercise Tiger involved over 60 peacekeepers and 20 civilians from 10 countries, focusing on scenarios of
conflict escalation, with the Chinese contingent tasked with receiving, protecting, and transferring UNIFIL
personnel and families. Similarly, the Blue Helmets Rescue-2023 drill tested the contingent’s emergency
rescue capabilities in response to simulated earthquake disasters, demonstrating proficiency in road repair,
search and rescue, and medical evacuation.

In May, the same Chinese peacekeeping unit engaged in the Angel Rescue Exercise, which simulates
the process of first aid and air transportation for injured demining operators, testing coordination among
various contingents in response to peacekeeper injuries.* Since its deployment in August 2022, this Chinese
peacekeeping unit has cleared over 6,500 square meters of minefields and safely disposed of numerous
landmines and unexploded ordnance. China’s economic interests and military presence in Africa are two
sides of the same coin. Naturally, increasing levels of Chinese investment has necessitated an increased
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military presence in the region.

Although official rhetoric may convey a sense of unwavering adherence, China’s concept of noninterference
has undergone a transformation akin to its broader strategic priorities.  While the theoretical discourse
persists, Beijing has adopted a balanced approach, adhering to the overarching noninterference doctrine
while simultaneously exploring avenues to stretch its interpretation of UN peacekeeping operations. An
example of this is China’s dynamic engagement with South Sudan, which signifies a notable departure from
Beijing’s traditional stance of noninterference.

SOUTH SUDAN

Currently, China is engaged in peacekeeping operations South Sudan via the UN Mission in South Sudan,
where the Chinese contingent is primarily assigned to supply route maintenance missions. However, the tight
economic relationship between China and Sudan have highlighted some instances of intensified Chinese
NWMA in the area. In fact, Sudan and China have had a close economic partnership since the 1990s, when
the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and an Asian consortium signed an oil development
agreement with the Sudanese government, marking the start of China’s overseas ventures.® Operating with
fewer concerns about risks than other companies, the CNPC secured rights to largely untapped oil reserves
with limited competition, leading to the subsequent engagement by other Chinese firms and strengthened
bilateral ties.

After South Sudan achieved independence in July 2011, Chinese nationals and companies seized the
opportunity in an underdeveloped market. However, the region’s volatility and risks posed challenges. Oil
production disruptions due to pipeline fee negotiations and civil war hampered operations and Chinese
citizens faced danger, prompting China’s unprecedented intervention to safeguard its interests, support
conflict resolution, and contribute to humanitarian efforts. This crisis response also served as a strategic
trial run for China’s expanding global role and influence.

In this regard, analysts have noted that China seems to be exploiting the Sudanese crisis to enhance its
military operational experience by militarizing its approach to civilian evacuations. In April 2023, Chinese
navy ships were sent to rescue citizens from conflict-hit Sudan, with Beijing deploying the guided missile
destroyer Nanning and the Weishanhu supply ship. The supply ship carried essential resources, including a
helicopter and over 490 officers and soldiers, including a substantial number of special operations personnel
on board to assist with the evacuation.®” Interestingly, the Nanning has joined dozens of major PLA Navy
exercise missions including far sea training and combat alert patrols, during which it conducted live-fire
missile launches. Furthermore, during the drills, the Chinese destroyer joined Iranian and Russian vessels,
holding armed rescue exercises.’

One Africa expert points out that when circumstances allow, China incorporates military assets into its
evacuation endeavors, thereby exploiting rescue missions to train military capabilities and display military
prowess.** This was evident in the recent Sudan crisis and China’s above-referenced use of the Nanning and
the Type 903 comprehensive supply ship, Weishanhu.®® These vessels were part of the 43rd PLA Navy naval
task force engaged in antipiracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden, a mission China has been conducting since
2008.%¢ China’s approach has clearly evolved based on lessons learned from past experiences, particularly
its evacuations from Libya in 2011 and Yemen in 2015. In the case of Libya, China employed four military
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transport aircraft and a naval frigate to successfully evacuate nearly 36,000 Chinese nationals and other
foreign citizens as the civil war approached Tripoli.”

It is important to highlight that China traditionally views its engagement in UN peacekeeping operations
as a tool devoid of aggressive intentions, serving as an instrument to extend its power, presence, and impact
in the African continent. The region is seen by Beijing as a comparatively secure environment, akin to
a testing ground, where Beijing can experiment with and assess the extents of its emerging status and
responsibilities as a worldwide influencer and authority.*

COOPERATIVE NWMA: “MILITARY POLITICAL WORK”
AND PROFESSIONAL MILITARY EDUCATION OPERATIONS

Alongside participating in peacekeeping operations, since the 1950s, China has been providing training
to members of foreign military forces, with many of its programs originating shortly after the Bandung
Conferencein Indonesiain 1955.°° Throughout the Cold War, Beijing supported Marxist-oriented movements
that later rose to power in their respective countries, such as the ZANU-PF in Zimbabwe and the FRELIMO
in Mozambique.” During this period, military training became more rigorous and professionalized, with
soldiers and officers frequently traveling to China for training purposes.”!

China’s foreign military educational efforts should be seen within the broader context of Beijing’s
increasing endeavours to train foreign elites across various fields, via the so-called “military political work”
(jundui zhengzhi gongzuo; ZEPABATAF).”? This doctrine describes all the activities of China’s PLA to
shape the civilian environment to achieve political, ideological, and military objectives set by the Chinese
Communist Party.”” These include political and ideological awareness-raising across the military personnel,
party functions, public affairs, and the “United Front Work,” and educational functions such as professional
military education.

The CCP Central Committee’s United Front Work Department gathers intelligence on, manages relations
with, and attempts to gain influence over elite individuals and organizations inside and outside mainland
China. It focuses particularly on people and entities outside of the CCP, including overseas Chinese diaspora
members who hold influential positions in politics, commerce, academia or other significant interest groups.
By this the Party seeks to ensure these position holders are positive or useful for the CCP interests and that
they keep potential critics divided.” Chinese PME operations in Africa, Latin America, Central Asia, and
East Asia have expanded significantly in recent years, reflecting China’s growing influence in these regions.”
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CASE STUDY: CHINESE PME ACTIVITIES IN AFRICA

In Africa, prior to the onset of the COVID pandemic, the PLA was providing education to approximately
2,000 African military officers each year at military and political academies.” Additionally, an extra 500
African officers were enrolled in courses at the PLA Naval Medical University. From 2018 to 2021, an
additional estimated 2,000 African police and law enforcement personnel underwent training at institutions
affiliated with the People’s Armed Police (PAP).”” At the same time, African officers routinely pursue their
education in China. According one source, the PLA Army Command College in Nanjing, which oversees
China’s International Military Education Exchange Centre, is the school with the highest number of African
students.” The school’s alumni include both African military and African civil elite, including 10 African
chiefs of defense; 9 defense ministers, and the former presidents of the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Guinea-Bissau, Namibia, and Tanzania.

This deep collaboration has a double effect. First, it can serve China to cultivate and reinforce connections
with target countries not only with military personnel but also among the civil elites. Second, regular and
systematic familiarization of foreign officers with Chinese weapons as part of those officers” involvement in
PME can create a prosperous market for China’s arsenal. Following the African example, between 2000 and
2018, Mozambique, Namibia, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe procured 90 percent of their arsenals from
China, while also having the greatest number of intensive exchanges with the PRC leadership compared
with other African regions.”

CONFRONTATIONAL NWMA: JOINT MILITARY EXERCISES IN
COUNTERTERRORISM OPERATIONS

The CCP leadership shows a significant level of apprehension regarding threats to its sovereignty and
internal governance, as many primary challenges threatening the Party’s survival originate within China
rather thanfrom external sources. Asaresult, China’s military doctrine prioritizes domestic counterterrorism
and operations aimed at maintaining stability. These efforts involve measures to suppress domestic unrest
and address concerns related to terrorism, separatism, and extremism, collectively known as the “three
evils.”®® Beijing considers counterterrorism necessary for ensuring domestic prosperity, and unless tackled
appropriately, “social stability will suffer shocks . . . and the broad outlook for reform, development, and
stability will be affected,” as Xi himself emphasized.®

The fact that counterterrorism operations are a responsibility of China’s People’s Armed Police (PAP)
further indicates how the issue is predominantly a matter of party survival: in fact, the PAP serves as the
CCP’s paramilitary arm and is directly under the authority of the Central Military Commission. The fact
that the PLA has served in a secondary position to the PAP in conducting counterterrorism operations
within China is also the result of the deliberate will of the CCP to reduce the PLA’s involvement in potentially
sensitive issues, following the reputational damaged suffered by the Party in the wake the repressions in
Tiananmen in 1989.

The PLA’s limited engagement in counterterrorism operations abroad is driven by the nature of China’s
security challenges, in addition to the Chinese foreign policy principle of noninterference that constrains
the use of overseas force. Hence, PLA efforts have focused principally on relying on and strengthening
host countries’ capabilities to address China’s security concerns, including on intensifying joint military
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exercises via multilateral platforms such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).%

CASE STUDY: USING THE SHANGHAI COOPERATION ORGANISATION

Direct involvement of the PLA in confrontational NWMA for counterterrorism purposes started to
increase in 2015 when Beijing amended article 71 of its counterterrorism legislation and began allowing
the PLA to deploy personnel to assist several countries in their counterterrorism operations.* The 2017
Marawi Siege, carried out by the ISIS-affiliated Maute group against Philippines, is a clear example of China-
Philippines cooperation in counterterrorism efforts. During the siege, Chinese counterparts supported
the Philippine military in urban combat against ISIS militants and, subsequently, Chinese and Filipino
companies collaborated to form a consortium for the reconstruction of Marawi City. However, Chinese
investment promises failed to materialize and the rapprochement between Manila and Beijing was met with
heavy scepticism from the Filipino Muslim community, due to the Chinese government repressions against
the Muslim population of Xinjiang.

Hence, while bilateral counterterrorism military cooperation remains limited, China has made extensive
use of multilateral platforms such as the SCO to expand engagement on counterterrorism. China successfully
persuaded the SCO to include as its primary objective that of fighting the “three evils,” thus responding to
Beijing’s fears of Central Asia becoming a channel through which violence and unrest could spread to the
PRC, and particularly to its western Xinjiang province.?* Furthermore, two decades of coups and popular
uprisings in the post-Soviet space sparked concern within the Chinese leadership that these events could
fuel instability and dissent in China or increase Western influence in the PRC’s internal affairs.®

China has designed the SCO as a mechanism to address its domestic concerns and a tool to enhance its
power projections. In 2002, Beijing collaborated with Tashkent to establish the Regional Anti-Terrorist
structure, SCO’s organ for intelligence exchanges on suspected terrorists.®® Furthermore, in a 2022 speech
at the SCO Samarkand summit, Xi offered to train 2,000 law enforcement personnel for SCO member states
through 2027 and to establish a China-SCO base for training counterterrorism personnel, with the aim of
enhancing capacity-building for law enforcement of SCO member states.”

The modern Color Revolutions narrative at the SCO helps China attract like-minded nations to the
Chinese-led Global Security Initiative, aimed at shaping a global security architecture led by China. The
term “color revolutions” recurs often in CCP’s official discourses as a pejorative term to refer to protests
that opponents feel foreign nations unduly influence.®® To this latter point, of particular interest is China’s
leveraging of SCO partnerships to export tech-driven authoritarianism. Many of these training programs
have a twofold dimension.® First, the training programs feature a commercial dimension as the export
of Chinese tech-led security management helps support the growth of China’s tech companies and, by
extension, that of the Chinese economy.”® Second, training programs responding to insecurity as perceived
by Central Asian actors in turn strengthen China’s own security capacity. By improving Central Asia’s
security posture, China secures a stable regional environment shaped by a CCP-influenced mindset and
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increases the Party’s tracking capacity of Chinese ethnic minorities in Central Asia—two factors that
Beijing ties to the security of Xinjiang.”

Alongside trainings opportunities with Central Asian states, the SCO offers China a crucial platform
for Beijing gaining key combat experience via joint military exercises, made possible through an ad hoc
agreement.”> A 2020 US- China Economic and Security Review Commission study notes that between 2008
and 2019, Chinese personnel deployed in SCO member states increased from around 200 to more than
1,000 personnel engaged in exercises conduct involving joint air-ground operations with direct application
to conventional warfare.”

Figure 1: Map of SCO exercises outside China involving Chinese forces, 2002-19, as
compiled by the US- China Economic and Security Review Commission © USCC 2019

The SCO joint military exercises also represent a crucial opportunity for Beijing to boost military
collaboration and interoperability with one of its biggest regional allies, Moscow. In fact, joint military
exercises have remained a prominent, stable, and recurring feature of the Sino-Russian defence partnership
for more than a decade. The umbrella of operations known as “Peace Mission” is the most important
manoeuvre in this regard, primarily focused on land forces and typically lasting for one to two weeks.”

According to Chinese and Russian official media sources, Beijing and Moscow held 80 joint military
exercises from 2003 through mid-2022, both via the SCO and, occasionally, bilaterally.” Via the SCO,
Beijing and Moscow are fostering military and security cooperation aimed at shaping and promoting a new
world order alternative to the US-led model. The recent Sino-Russian joint maritime patrols near Alaska and
the signing of a bilateral coast guard agreement in Murmansk near the Finnish border represent the first
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92 MFA PRC, “Joint Communiqué of Meeting of Council of Heads of SCO Members,” August 23, 2007, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/.
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2021), https://www.csis.org/.
95 China Power Monitor, Database, CSIS, last updated, August 7, 2024, https://chinapower.csis.org/.

13


https://thediplomat.com/2019/08/smart-cities-or-surveillance-huawei-in-central-asia
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/200708/t20070823_679182.html
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2020-11/Shanghai_Cooperation_Organization-Testbed_for_Chinese_Power_Projection.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/assessing-chinese-russian-military-exercises-past-progress-and-future-trends
https://chinapower.csis.org/data/china-russia-joint-military-exercises/

signs of this ever-closer military cooperation going in hitherto unchartered waters.”® Future implications
will put the Arctic region in the spotlight, where many analysts have seen a convergence in Beijing and
Moscow’s objectives, albeit yet to be translated into a more concrete strategy.”’

CONCLUSION: THE WAY FORWARD

China skilfully synchronizes the military, political, economic, cyber, and information sources of power
in different operational domains to influence, intimidate, and coerce competing claimants and pursue
the CCP’s ultimate goals.”® The Party’s 360-degree approach thereby combines legal, semilegal and illegal
activities, “blurring traditional dichotomies and creating ambiguity and uncertainty.”® Drawing on
military assets without waging kinetic operations, the CCP employs thereby a broad portfolio ranging from
hybrid threats, including cognitive warfare, to NWMA.'® The PLA operations that sidestep traditional
conflict thresholds and are executed by the PLA in areas or sectors critical to the PRC’s survival and core
interests show a particular, almost sui generis interplay of using international law, constructed legitimacy
and legality, psychological warfare, influence by training, and other approaches that apply traditional tools
in unprecedented ways and uniquely combine military assets with nonmilitary approaches.

Authoritarian states such as the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have
been skillful in exploiting the lack of “hard law concerning the subject of military exercises” and “readily
[seize] the resulting opportunities to create and exploit legal grey zones, as well as to frequently breach
international law, while knowing that little can be done against their malevolent conduct.”® However, while
Russia has been socialised in international security organisations such as the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe and hence stretches the boundaries from within the system, the PRC has developed
a distinctively different approach to intertwining an a la carte approach to international law with hybrid
activities and military resources.

Since the early 2000s, the PLA has undergone a profound transformation, rising from a relatively poor
revolutionary army to a modern military with, at least in numbers, enormous capabilities, expanding
its scope of operations as well—far beyond traditional military endeavours. Today the PLA engages in
a diverse array of peacetime operations, showcasing both its increased capacity and political will compared
to years past. From conducting military diplomacy through joint exercises and naval port calls worldwide,
to participating in peacekeeping operations and engaging in cognitive warfare operations in regional
hotspots such as the East and South China Seas, the PLA’s nonwar military activities now constitute a
substantial portion of its overall endeavours. Concurrently, China has emerged as a significant instigator of
global peace and security initiatives, gaining recognition from dozens of countries and international bodies
such as the United Nations.

On the more contentious side, China’s assertive actions in areas such as the South China/West Philippines
Sea where territorial disputes persist, have strained relations with neighbouring countries, increased tensions,
and sparked concerns about regional stability. Furthermore, as the PLA expands its international footprint
and capabilities, new concerns have surfaced regarding the potential implications for the global security
dynamics and world order. Some observers worry China’s enhanced expeditionary capability, as evidenced
by its participation in peacekeeping missions and strategic alliances such as the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation, will blur the lines between peacetime operations and open warfare. Such developments may
embolden Beijing to wield brute force beyond its borders, heightening tensions and exacerbating conflicts
in various hotspots.
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In times of ever-increasing global tensions including wars raging in Ukraine and beyond, this article has
aimed to contribute to a better understanding of the Chinese Communist Party’s sui generis approach to
the use of military resources, international law, hybrid tactics, and the simultaneity of peace and war—or as
Mao Zedong has allegedly stated: “Politics is war without bloodshed while war is politics with bloodshed.”
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